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Introduction 

The terms "Christianity" and "Judaism" are difficult for students of 
these ancient religions. Church historians remain unable to pinpoint 
once and for all the emergence of "Christianity" from "Judaism"; 
scholars of Judaic studies debate when Judaism was "invented."1 

"Christianity" and "Judaism" can feel like vacuous terms that house 
a great diversity of groups, practices, and ideas whose differences 
seem to outweigh their resemblances. Consequently, some scholars 
feel more comfortable discussing Christianities and Judaisms, and 
nobody is comfortable with the term used for groups that exist on the 
borderlines between them: "Jewish-Christian"(!).2 Even more prob
lematic is the term "paganism," which is essentially a wastebasket 
for the religious life of every ancient person who did not identify with 
a cult of the God of Abraham. Yet we persist in using these terms, 
despite our misgivings, and not just as a heuristic sleight-of-hand. 
Sometimes. there are significant differences between various groups 
and their ideas, differences that do correspond somewhat to the way 
that we moderns might use the terms "Jewish" or "Christian" or 
"Hellenic" ("pagan" I renounce in this book).3 These differences did 
not fall from the sky. They were manufactured, in words, art, and rit
ual, by cultural warriors who believed that such differences mattered 
and used them to legitimize their own interests. 

This book is about some of those real differences and the develop

ment of the ideologies that crafted them-in this case, the competing 
worldviews of "Christian" and "Hellenic" (i.e., Greek) philosophers. 
It argues that one can identify when and where these worldviews 

I 



2 Introduction 

split for good: in the 260s CE, in Rome, in the reading group of the 
great Neoplatonic philosopher Plotinus. The master had a falling out 
with some of the Christian interlocutors of the group, sparked by the 
texts they read. After this controversy at the onset of late antiquity, 
it becomes very difficult to find academic, Hellenic philosophers with 
cordial relationships with their Christian counterparts. Instead, they 
regularly wrote polemical treatises denouncing each other's philoso
phy (even while still exchanging ideas). Here it becomes meaningful to 
talk of a Christian philosophy distinct from Hellenic philosophy-as 
a matter of cultural identity as well as intellectual enterprise-and a 
closed Platonic tradition, unfriendly to Jewish and Christian sources. 

Unfortunately, this story gets (very) complicated when we try to 
learn about the Christian interlocutors of Plotinus and their contro
versial texts, and it is largely occupied-as is the bulk of this book, 
really-with what we know about them and, in turn, what these 
details tell· us about the situation in Plotinus's circle. Fortunately, 
these details are not uninteresting: in fact, they furnish valuable evi
dence for deepening our understanding of an obscure Judea-Chris
tian literary tradition, Sethianism (so called due to its focus on the 
figure of Adam and Eve's third son, Seth, as savior and revealer). This 
book explains the contribution of Sethianism 'to Greek philosophy, 
and the reasons for its subsequent exile from the Hellenic schools; 
its relationship to Judaism, Christianity, and·the "Jewish-Christian" 
groups that existed in the cracks between them; and the develop
ment of Jewish mystical traditions we know from the apocalypses 
and Qumran. This same tradition provides the most valuable evi
dence modern scholars possess for understanding the thought, back
ground, and historical importance of any group of Gnostics-early 
Christians who were associated by their opponents with a myth of 
the creation of the world by a demiurge ("craftsman") of ambivalent 
ability and mores.4 It appears that these sects referred to themselves 
as yvwanKoi ("knowers"). 

Plotinus's student Porphyry provides our only record of a personal 
encounter with ancient Gnostics that does not come from one of their 
bitter opponents among the church fathers: 

There were in his (Plotinus's) time many others, Christians, in par
ticular heretics who had set out from the ancient philosophy, men 
belonging to the schools of Adelphius and Aculinus-who possessed 
many texts of Alexander the Libyan and Philocomus and Dem
ostratus of Lydia, and who produced revelations of Zoroaster and 
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Zostrianos and Nicotheus and Allogenes and Messos and others of 
this sort who deceived many, just as they had been deceived, actually 
alleging that Plato really had not penetrated to the depth of intelli
gible substance. Wherefore, Plotinus often attacked their position in 
his seminars, and wrote the book which we have entitled "Against the 
Gnostics." He left it to us to judge what he had passed over. Amelius 
went up to forty volumes, writing against the book of Zostrianos, 
and I, Porphyry, wrote a considerable number of arguments against 
the book of Zoroaster, showing the book to be entirely spurious and 
contemporary, contrived by the founders of the heresy to fabricate the 
idea that the doctrines which they had chosen to honor were in fact 
those of the ancient Zoroaster.5 

3 

The translation of this passage will be discussed in detail below, but it 
is immediately clear that Porphyry gives us evidence more specific and 
reliable than what we have about any other Gnostics. First, he says 
that, in Plotinus's time, there were Christian heretics, Plotinus's refuta
tion of whom he entitled Against the Gnostics; therefore, "Gnostics" 
were present in Rome and known to Plotinus and his group. Second, 
Plotinus discussed philosophical questions with these Gnostics, which 
means that they were sufficiently educated to participate in a sort. of 
ancient postgraduate seminar. Third, these discussions led to disagree
ment, much of whose substance is extant in Plotinus's treatise Against

the Gnostics. Finally, Porphyry mentions the books the Gnostics con
sidered authoritative: "revelations" (a1toKaAu1Ve1<;, i.e., "apocalypses"). 

Luckily for us, titles identical to several of the apocalypses men
tioned by Porphyry were unearthed at Nag Hammadi (Upper Egypt) 
in I945.6 Thus the especial importance of Porphyry's evidence; when 
read in concert with Porphyry and Plotinus, these apocalypses, and 
other texts (mostly apocalypses as well) from Nag Hammadi that 
belong to the same literary tradition, enable us to pose and answer 
significant questions about the social background, literary prefer
ences, theological proclivities, and ritual life of a particular group 
of Gnostics, who came into serious conflict with the great Platonic 
academics of their time.7 One of these titles, Allogenes, means "for
eigner," or "alien." As we will see, the concept of alienation figures 
strongly in the Sethian apocalypses, texts that describe a god so 
utterly transcendent and divorced from creation that he can only 
be revealed by an avatar who bridges a chasm between human and 
divine, descending from heaven to preach to the elect, who reside 
as "aliens" on this strange planet. Conversely, to Plotinus, every
thing about this message-from its vigorous use of Judeo-Christian 
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language and literary traditions to its treatment of specific philo

sophical problems (such as divine providence or the afterlife of the 

soul)-seemed wrong, wrongheaded, and decidedly foreign: that is, 

alien. For both parties, albeit in entirely different senses, the Sethian 
literature offered a revelation (apocalypse) of the alien god to his 
alien worshippers. 

One might then ask how it is that the Sethian literature and its 
Christian Gnostic readers wound up in Plotinus's circle in the first 

place. The Nag Hammadi discqvery answers this question: some of 
the now extant Sethian literature-in particular, a group known as 

the "Platonizing" texts (Zostrianos [NHC VIII,1], Allogenes [NHC 

XI,3], Marsanes [NHC X,1] and the Three Ste/es of Seth [NHC 

VII,51)-appears to have been deeply conversant with advanced Pla
tonic metaphysics and does not mention the figure of Jesus. 8 The ques
tion of dating the copies that were known to Plotinus and others, and 

thus the possibility of mutual philosophical influence between them, 
remains controversial; however, there is a scholarly consensus that 
some version of this literature was present at a crucial period in the 

development of Platonic metaphysics, and may have even contributed 
to the thought of Plotinus himself .9 

Yet the importance of the Sethian literature is not limited to our 
understanding of the history of later Greek philo�ophy or even Gnos

ticism. Its indebtedness to the literary traditions and genre of Jewish 
and Christian apocalyptic literature merits its inclusion in the study 
of Jewish and Christian pseudepigrapha of the second and third cen

turies, a period for which our evidence is otherwise scarce. Some of 
these traditions deal with themes of self-transformation that we know 
not just from these apocalypses but from the Dead Sea Scrolls, again, 

furnishing valuable evidence for an obscure field of study-the devel
opment of Jewish mysticism between Qumran and the late antique 
ascent literature known as the "Hekhalot" ("palaces") corpus, a field 
the great scholar of Kabbalah, Gershom Scholem, termed "Jewish 
Gnosticism." Finally, these texts also occupy a liminal position along 

the notoriously permeable boundaries of Judaism and Christianity, 
and some of their doctrines are most recognizable in the context 

of the Syrian groups scholars label "Jewish-Christian," particularly 
the Elchasaites. The Sethian evidence from Nag Hammadi is thus 

indispensable for scholars trying to understand the negotiation and 
mutual permeation of the boundaries between emerging Christian

ity and Judaism. 
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The evidence for these conclusions is set out in the first six chapters 
of this book. Chapter 1 addresses an overlooked but significant impli
cation of P.orphyry's evidence: the physical presence of these Gnostics 
in the social context of a philosophical study group. The chapter thus 
explores the context of such groups in the Hellenic culture wars of 
the second and third centuries CE, where the Second Sophistic move
ment developed a Hellenophile ideology permeating educational life 
and was countered by a spike of interest in "Oriental" sages like those 
invoked by Plotinus's Christian Gnostic opponents. 

Chapter 2 takes a close look at Plotinus's own writing about these 
opponents, who, he says, were once his "friends." He viciously attacks 
their cosmology, anthropology, and soteriology, accusing them of 
developing a kind of deviant Platonism. His criticisms apply not only 
to the apocalypses his Gnostics read but also to contemporary Chris
tian Platonism in general, serving as evidence of the Christian back
ground of �he group and the more generally Judeo-Christian valence 
of their texts. 

Chapters 3 through 6. introduce and discuss the Sethian Gnostic 
apocalypses themselves, alongside evidence from Plotinus that has 
been hitherto read in isolation from them. Chapter 3 examines the 
genre of the texts, grounding their rhetoric, motifs, and especially 
claims to authority in contemporary Jewish and Christian apocalyp
tic literature. Their approach to myth and revelation is sharply con-. 
trasted with contemporary Platonic models, which employed allegory 
to interpret myths; thus, to Plotinus, they appeared to be "another," 
alien "way of writing." Chapter 4 discusses the apocalypses' attitudes 
toward soteriology, focusing on the identity of the Sethian savior (a 
cosmic Seth who descends to earth throughout history to intervene 
on behalf of the elect), the ethnic valence of their soteriological lan
guage, and Plotinus's complaints about these conceptions with respect 
to his philosophy of divine providence. Chapter 5 looks at Sethian 
eschatology, both personal (handling the postmortem fate of the soul} 
and cosmic (handling the fate of the cosmos). In both of these chap
ters, it is clear that the apocalypses' stances, from a philosophical 
perspective, resemble Christian Platonism, not its Hellenic counter
part. Chapter 6 studies the strategies for divinization in these Gnostic 
texts. A review of these practices shows that they drew not from Pla
tonic but from Jewish and Christian sources, particularly those asso
ciated with ancient Jewish mysticism, as preserved in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, apocalypses, and Hekhalot literature. Moreover, recalling 
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scholarly debate about vision and experience in Jewish literature helps 
us resolve obscurities in Sethian rituals themselves and theorize for 
what they could have been used in an ancient context. 

Chapter 7 summarizes the aforementioned conclusions, offering 
a clearer picture of the function of the Sethian apocalypses, the lives 
of their authors, and their relationship to the Gnostics in Plotinus's 
circle. Moreover, the chapter discusses the texts' relationship with 
Judaism, Manichaeism, and Christianity (or "Jewish Christianity"), 
emphasizing the important role that Jewish literature plays in under
standing Sethianism, the ways that Sethian literature helps elucidate 
the thorny problem of "Jewish Gnosticism," and the significance of 
the Sethian literature for the history of Jewish mysticism. Similarly, 
significant parallels to Manichaeism emerge that invite a reevaluation 
of exactly what kind of baptismal groups Sethianism grew out of, and 
where they might have been. 

Finally, this book will defend a Judeo-Christian authorship of the 
Sethian treatises-even the "Platonizing" texts that do not mention 
Jesus Christ or Scripture!-thus rejecting the scholarly consensus that 
the texts represent a non-Christian or pagan development of Sethi
anism, or evidence of an outreach to paganism. Some have recog
nized already that "a lack of Christian features" does not necessar
ily indicate Jewish or pagan provenance.10 Yet the boundary between 
Judaism and Christianity seems impossible to divine in much of the 
Sethian literature, particularly the Platonizing texts, which are laden 
with Neoplatonic jargon instead of biblical references. Perhaps this 
is no accident, because many of their Jewish and Christian features 
are associated specifically with groups that flourished precisely' along 
these borderlines, groups (such as the Elchasaites, Ebionites, and 
author[s] of the Pseudo-Clementine literature) that have duly been 
named "Jewish-Christian" by modern scholars. As I will argue in 
the concluding chapter, it is likely that Sethian traditions developed 
in a Jewish-Christian environment like that which produced Mani, 
who also drew widely on Jewish apocryphal traditions in formulating 
a religion that honored Jesus of Nazareth as one of many descend
ing savior-revealers-important, but not the object of every prayer 
or treatise. 

The apocalypses brandished in Plotinus's seminar were thus the 
products of intellectuals from a community that, like Manichaeans or 
the Elchasaites, dwelt on the boundaries of Judaism and Christianity. 
Drawing from the literary traditions of the Jewish pseudepigrapha, 
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they wrote their apocalypses as manuals for eliciting an experience 
of visionary ascent, using Pl�tonic metaphysics as a meditative tool. 
While such .practices are best understood in the context of contem
porary Jewish mysticism, the Platonism that informs them also per
meated the cosmological and soteriological thought of their authors, 
producing a Platonism that was at the forefront of Christian theol
ogy-hence their appeal to the Christian "heretics" mentioned by 
Porphyry. He and Plotinus recognized the Christian valence of this 
Platonism, and here drew a line in the sand between the Platonism of 
their Christian Gnostic interlocutors and their own thought. Hellenic 
Platonism thus began to be seen not just as a school interpreting Plato 
but a Hellenic philosophy distinct from and actively opposed to Jew
ish and Christian traditions, which the Platonists hoped to exile from 
their schools once and for all. 



CHAPTER I 

Culture Wars 

Who were these followers of "Adelphius and Aculinus" in the time 
of Plotinus? Porphyry says that they were Christian heretics, but 
also trained Platonists. Nothing is known about Adelphius o� the 
authors of other texts (now lost) the heretics brandished, "Alexan
der the Libyan and Philocomus and Demostratus of Lydia." 1 Acu
linus appears to have enjoyed a reputation as a Platonist roughly 
contemporary with Plotinus. 2 Alexander the Libyan was known 
to Tertullian and Jerome as a Valentinian. 3 These figures all bore 
normal names (i.e., epigraphically attested as used by everyday 
people), not pseudepigraphic, authoritative titles.4 They are Greco
Roman, showing that in this context, at least, the "heretics" iden
tified themselves as Hellenes, who followed a Hellenic philosopher, 
Aculinus. Whence then the animosity of Porphyry and Plotinus? 
Porphyry's remarks about these Christian Platonists and the works 
they read tell us that cult, culture, and authority were at stake. 
The followers of Aculinus and the rest are accused of having 
sailed from the safe harbor of Hellenism, "deceiving many others 
and themselves being deceived, actually alleging that Plato really 
had not penetrated to the depth of intelligible substance."5 These 
thinkers began their careers as students of the Hellenic "ancient 
philosophy," but came to betray it. He dubs them impostors, for 
they esteem the works of Oriental prophets over those of the Hel
lenes. Porphyry calls these works "apocalypses," or "revelations," 
a genre with which he was not unfamiliar, and lists the prophets 
who purportedly authored them-individuals with alien, foreign 
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names like "Zoroaster and Zostrianos and Nicotheus and Allo
genes and Messos."6 

What did it mean to challenge the authority of Plato with the 
invocation of alien authorities? Was "Oriental" wisdom prized or 
despised among ancient philosophers? What kind of people did one 
meet in these circles anyway? Where did they come from, and how 
did they feel about the ruling powers-the non-alien authorities of 
Hellenism and Rome? Answering these questions requires us to step 
back momentarily and ascertain the social environment in which the 
appeals to these foreign authorities took place. As we will see, anal
ysis of contemporary Christian and Hellenic philosophical circles 
themselves sheds scare� light on the problem. Study groups in the sec
ond and third centuries were small, ad hoc affairs, about which it is 
difficult to generalize--,-except that their participants all came out of 
a deeply ideological rhetorical environment known today as the "Sec
ond Sophistic."7 Modern research into this wider educational envi
ronment has blossomed, yielding important data for a "thick descrip
tion" of members of a group like that of Plotinus-and the Christian 
Gnostics who belonged to it as well, 8 thus providing the most exten
sive sociological information on the background of any known Gnos
tic group.9 

PHILOSOPHY CLUBS 

Gnostic literature itself says virtually nothing about the relationship 
of Gnosticism to .contemporary philosophical circles, much less the 
culture informing them. References to philosophy in the Nag Ham
madi corpus indicate that the Gnostics adopted stances about phil
osophical issues but excoriated contemporary philosophers, striv
ing (like Tertullian), to distinguish themselves from contemporary 
Greek education. Such anti-philosophical polemic is striking.10 While 
recorded Gnostic groups did not proclaim adherence to any particu
lar philosophical sect, the high philosophical import of their texts 
demonstrates that they must have spent quite a bit of time among the 
philosophical sects, particularly the Platonists.11 Irenaeus referred to 
a school (010aoKaAEiov) of Valentinus.12 

Recalling the Judea-Christian background of Gnosticism, one 
can turn to Jewish and Christian texts in hopes of finding something 
like a school in which Gnostics could learn philosophy. One looks in 
vain. Rabbinic sources are silent about the interaction between Jews 
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and the Greek philosophical schools.13 We are left with Philo, whose 
account of the Therapeutae contrasts the sages' allegorizing of scrip
ture with the oratorical display of the sophists.14 Elsewhere, he refers 
to his own education as propaedeutic.15 Philo's status as a Jewish Pla
tonist is obviously not comparable to that of the Sethian traditions 
and thus provides no social context for them. His testimony indicates 
nothing more than small schools of exegesis of the Septuagint. Here 
he is very much in agreement with the greater movement in Hellenis
tic Judaism, as seen in the Letter of Aristeas, to defend the faith with 
the idiom of Greek philosophy without becoming a partisan of it.16 

Christian literature offers more information. There certainly was 
a need for education in the instruction of catechumens, but anything 
resembling formal schooling in theology seems unknown prior to 
Pantanaeus's "catechetical school" in Alexandria in the mid-second 
century CE.

17 The school's representatives, Clement and Origen, give 
us examples of exegetical education in their day (like Philo), but not 
of how or where they taught Platonism.18 Origen's own homilies and 
commentaries never refer to Greek philosophical sources, and explic
itly discourage instruction in rhetoric.19 Other sources give a differ
ent picture: Porphyry, not the most impartial of witnesses, says that 
the textbooks used in Origen of Alexandria's school were essentially 
the same as those in Plotinus's, which would mean Middle Platonic 
commentaries, chiefly those of Numenius, and a good dose of Stoics 
and Peripatetics. 20 Eusebius describes a wide curriculum ranging from 
the basic to advanced study, where Origen was so overwhelmed by 
classes that he assigned his student Heraclas to teach the "preliminar
ies."21 Yet there is no conclusive evidence that the "school" was for
mal, was officially affiliated with the (proto)-orthodox community, 
or had a steady succession of teachers; rather, we see that a range of 
instruction, including both elementary education and introduction to 
philosophy, was available in a Christian context in the third century 
CE.

22 However, this education was largely propaedeutic and in the
service of ethical, hermeneutical, and apologetic concerns. 23 It is hard 
to imagine Parmenides commentaries or the Chaldean Oracles being 
read or composed there. If Plotinus's opponents were educated in a 
Jewish or Christian milieu like that of Philo or the Alexandrian "cat
echetical school," their texts do not show it. If we are to understand 
the background and significance of Plotinus's Christian opponents 
and their claims to foreign authorities, we must look at the culture of 
the Greek schools themselves.24 
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It is no comfort that our knowledge of the social makeup of phil
osophical circles in the Roman Empire is also limited. 25 However, 
the modus operandi of philosophical discourse at least appears to be 
clear: Platonists of the first two centuries CE seem to have preferred 
a mediu'm akin to the modern reading group or philosophy club. The 
character of each group seems to have been dependent on that of each 
particular teacher, as well as attendant circumstances.26 For instance, 
Ammonius taught at what looked like his home.27 (The same has 
been suggested of Philo, Justin Martyr, and Origen.)28 Plutarch orga
nized a group (crxoA�) in which he lectured and texts were read and 
debated.29 Like Apuleius of Madaura,30 Aulus Gellius attended a for
mal but improvised classroom-his instructor, Calvenus Taurus Gell
ius, would have students 1,wer for dinner and even supervise outings.31 

Similarly, Iamblichus had his own school in Syria, where he set up 
a curriculum, lectured, and supervised journeys, in addition to tak
ing his students to local festivals. n Very little is known of Porphyry's 
school, if he founded one at all. 33 If it existed; it could have been 
funded, like Plotinus's school, by a wealthy matron.34 

Plotinus's career in Rome may give us a good idea of how philoso
phers set up shop-it was ad hoc. 35 When he arrived in Italy, he held 
his salons in the homes of his wealthy patrons.36 Everybody there was 
considerecl'to be comrades, from the serious students, like Amelius, to 
the wealthy patrons dropping in and out, like Marcellus Orontius or 
even the emperor himself.37 In their seminars, they debated and con
ducted exegesis on difficult passages in his favorite treatises. 38 Fellow 
teachers engaged the group by epistle and the occasional visit. 39 

We see, then, that the philosophical reading groups were private, 
even if ostensibly open to anybody, which usually amounted to the 
philosophers' patron(s), advanced students, and young nobles get
ting their feet wet or completing their educations.40 This distinction 
was fluid: a patron or noble could abandon politics for philosophy.41 

The bulk of serious students are said to have started their careers 
by studying in several groups before settling on a particular men
tor within a particular school (a'ipwu:;).42 The most earnest students 
would formally declare their devotion to the study of philosophy. 43 

Once ensconced within the school atmosphere, the students formed 
extremely close, even devotional, relationships with their masters.44 

While these groups were clearly small (perhaps up to a dozen people 
at a time, allowing for a revolving door of veterans and new arriv
als) and ad hoc, they still followed the schedule of the ancient school 
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year.45 Relatively formal (if equally small) rival institutes of advanced 
study do not appear in Athens and Alexandria until the later fourth 
century CE.46 

This brief survey of the evidence underscores how important Por
phyry's evidence is among the ancient philosophical sources but tells 
us little about what the Gnostics known to Plotinus were like. As 
scholars like Arthur Darby Nock have suggested, sophistic literature 
offers us great evidence for fleshing out a picture of the social context 
of ancient philosophy.47 The logic of the move is simple: philosophers 
(or at least Platonists) were, presumably, educated individuals; edu
cation in the Roman world began with grammar school and led to 
rhetoric; rhetoric was taught by sophists.48 Philosophers, then, came
from similar backgrounds to those of sophists and spent a good deal 
of their formative years, if not their entire lives, around them. Indeed, 
many philosophers began as professional rhetoricians before moving 
to philosophy.49 An analysis of the culture motivating rhetorical edu
cation in the Roman Empire might answer our questions about Plo
tinus's Gnostic opponents and their interest in "foreign" authorities. 
Even Gnostics had to go to school, especially if they wanted to join 
the philosophy club. 

GOING TO SCHOOL 

Philostratus (early to mid-third century CE) understood himself to 
be part of a revival of the art of rhetoric traced back to the legacy 
of the classical sophist Aeschines, and distinguished from its more 
ancient counterpart today by the name "Second Sophistic."50 The 
term describes the rhetorical culture spanning the years 50-250 CE, 

with roots in the mid-first century and ebbing away in the Rome of 
Plotinus and the rhetor Longinus. 51 This culture was no mere linguis
tic development in the history of rhetoric but a social movement that 
produced a concrete ideology.52 This culture was shared with con
temporary philosophers, through their common experience in basic 
schooling, rhetorical training, and religious life-and it strongly con
trasts with Gnostic thought. 

The close association of sophism and philosophy is indicated fore
most by the terminology used by the ancients themselves.53 Philostra
tus says he is writing about both sophists and philosophers, and that 
his circle, whose matron was "the philosophical]ulia," included soph
ists, philosophers, and astrologers (yewµE1-p[m) in the 190s CE.54While 
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many intellect1,1als themselves sharply distinguished sophists and phi
losophers ("the lady doth protest too much"),55 the professions were
also occasionally confused.56 Such confusion is not surprising, given 
that philosophical and sophistic texts often circulated in the same 
schools. Philosophy was part of the sophistic education, if only as one 
of many branches of study; the Platonic corpus itself loomed large in 
rhetorical study.57 Moreover, sophists were interested in all the vari
ous philosophical sects, at times eschewing adherence to any particu
lar one. 58 Finally, sophists and philosophers were bound in the legal
sphere, occasionally sharing the privilege of exemption from taxa
tion.59 Such comparable civic status was to be expected, given the sim
ilarity of their civic roles. 

These roles were deeply politicized. Some have emphasized that 
Greek philosophers under the empire were quietists, bystanders to the 
civic turmoil of their age. The "crises" of the imperial period, espe
cially the third century, 60 have been repeatedly invoked in explaining 
not only the origins of Gnostic "anti-cosmism"61 but the pronounced 
turn to mysticism that seems to occur with Plotiims. 6l This approach 
is unsound for several reasons. The concept of a general political cri
sis is far too general as a singular, blanket explanation for particu
lar anecdotes (such as Aristides' hypochondria). Gnosticism, suppos
edly a symptom of decline, is traceable to that "happiest of reigns," 
Hadrian.63 Finally, while the mid-third century CE did see a great deal 
of political instability, it did not necessarily affect the empire's entire 
population, for whom localized breakdowns of military power were 
more tangible than political machinations in Rome.64 Yet even with
out recourse to the cliches of dualism and anxiety, some persist in dis
sociating the period's philosophy from social life and politics, and the 
Gnostic literature is no exception. 65 

The concerns of contemporary politics were never far from the Pla
tonists, for three reasons. First, basic training in rhetoric, a sine qua 

non of philosophical education, necessarily entailed the discussion 
and internalization of political topics. Second, the literature of the 
Second Sophistic reveals a clear awareness of and engagement with 
Roman politics; the classmates of the philosophers-and the Gnos
tics-were hardly quietists. Third, the socioeconomic background of 
the sophists as well as the philosophers was one of wealth and, often, 
political connections. As we will see, the deeply political background 
of philosophy in the second and third centuries CE is the proper frame 
for much of Plotinus's anti-Gnostic rhetoric. 
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In antiquity, the rhetorical arts-and the education system which 
rested on them-were developed for political purposes.66 The study of 
basic rhetorical exercises (progymnasmata) involved various exercises 
designed to prepare the student for advanced work in mock-delib
erative and legal speech and eventually the use of oratory in public 
life. 67 This training was steeped in the classical texts of Greek history 
and epic poetry. Stock themes rehearsed for use in oratory included 
invented narratives (rrAa.aµa-m) and Greek political history, but espe
cially Homer, the unifying reference for exercises ranging from learn
ing the alphabet to composing a prose declamation.68 In other words, 
much like an undergraduate humanities course today, students would 
have probably read about Achilleus and Peleus before getting to Plato, 
much less Parmenides commentaries. The education shared by phi
losophers and sophists readied them for public life and enabled them 
to speak the universal language of Hellenism. 

Deep involvement in the civic sphere did not necessarily entail 
fondness of the Romans. Generally, the sophistic texts do not reject 
Roman rule, which seems to be tolerated as a fact of life. 69 Plutarch 
writes approvingly of it, and disparagingly of Greece's infighting and 
decline.70 The sophist Aelius Aristides, too, contrasts the Hellenic and 
Roman attempts at self-rule.71 Philosopher and master rhetorician Dio 
Chrysostom insists that the present age is not evil and never speaks 
out against the greater regime.72 The same is true of the historian 
Pausanias, and the famous doctor Galen.73 Engagement with Roman 
politics was a marked improvement for the relationship between 
Greek thinkers and autocrats-the emperors Vespasian and Domitian 
appear to have despised philosophers, and "talking back" to a ruler 
is a cliche in Greek philosophy.74 The Romans were hardly considered 
to be Hellenes themselves; rather, they are like barbarians who occa
sionally imbibe the draught of Hellenic education (rrm6Eia).75 This is
particularly evident in Plutarch's Lives, where his Roman subjects 
rarely behave like sophisticates, and Political Advice, where Roman 
rule is tolerated only on the grounds of Greece's own factionalism.76 

Yet even if the Romans themselves were considered uncultured, Rome 
was the best place to acquire-and demonstrate-one's education.77 

The ambivalent attitude of Hellenophone intellectuals toward the 
government is in part explained by their privileged socioeconomic 
backgrounds and high standing in their communities. The soph
ists came from wealthy and often politically influential families.78 

They had friends in high places, commonly serving as intermediaries 
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between their towns and the emperor himself.79 Some sophists, like
Polemo and Herodes, were personally beloved by the emperors. 80 

Thanks to the crowds they could draw, crowds that included emper
ors, towns invited sophists to open shop in hope of stimulating the 
local economy. 81 There even was a tertiary pilgrimage effect whereby
great sophists traveled to meet other great sophists, of course with 
their entourage in tow. 82 Aside from simply teaching and speaking, 83 

sophists built monuments, 84 alleviated local factional politics, 85 offici
ated over civic cults and festivals, 86 served as administrators and mili
tary leaders, 87 and were general public benefactors. 88 

This evidence coheres well with what we know of the social envi
ronment of the Platonists from the first to third centuries CE, which 
was also elite, public, and male. 89 Our information about the lives
of the Middle Platonists is admittedly scarce, but Dio Chrysostom, 
Plutarch, and Apuleius all assume that the philosopher has the ways 
and means to be active in public life, and expect him to do so.90 

lnscriptional evidence also testifies to the stature of philosophers in 
the public sphere.91 The word "philosopher" (qnMcrocpo<;) is also used
in honorary inscriptions to designate morality and wisdom in public 

life; philosophy was thus considered an appropriate reference for a 
public life well lived.92 

The Neoplatonists mingled with politicians constantly and 
extolled political activity. 93 Plotinuf s benefactrix has already been
mentioned; his circle included senators and politicians.94 Although he
discouraged some of his students from pursuing politics further, he 
also intervened in political disputes, joined the entourage of Emperor 
Gordian, befriended Emperor Gallienus, and attempted to found a 
Platonic city-state ("Platonopolis").95 Porphyry came from a wealthy,
noble Syrian family-his name at Tyre was "Malkhus" (from the 
Phoenician/Punic for "king"), so Amelius nicknamed him "Basi
leus," while Longinus dubbed him "Porphyrios" ("royal purple").96 

While he, Plotinus, and lamblichus certainly subordinated the politi
cal virtues to the contemplative, they nonetheless counted them as 
virtues, early but necessary steps for the embodied soul on the road 
to contemplation, not to be disparaged.97 Similarly, Porphyry has
only kind words for one of Plotinus's politically ambitious students, 
Castricius Firmus.98 Iamblichus too came from a royal family in Syria
(and was named accordingly), whither he returned after completing 

his study in the West.99 His school's legacy was carried on by his
patron, Sopater, who met an unfortunate end in court intrigue. 100 
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The Athenian academy of Proclus was funded by wealthy benefac
tors whose families remained involved with the school across genera
tions.101 Proclus himself participated in local politics.102 Even in the
dark, final days of the school, Damascius too advocated the philoso
phers' political activism.103 

One can also observe significant differences between the public 
lives of sophists and philosophers. For instance, in the confines of 
imperial quarters, it was the duty of the sophist to flatter, as distinct 
from philosophical frankness (napp17ofo).104 Although philosophers
served in the public sphere, the bulk of their "performances"-lec
tures, debates, writing, philosophizing-was generally in-house, 
although public debates did happen.105 Rivalry between sophists was
normal, at times puerile, and occasionally applauded and enjoyed 
by high society, and even the participants.106 Meanwhile, philoso
phers had rivalries, but this never bled over into humiliation or, sig
nificantly, authoritarianism. Such differences notwithstanding, most 
philosophers tended to be influential citizens, pundits, public intel
lectuals, or beneficiaries of wealth.107 At the same time, in all of these
spheres, sophists, philosophers, and their coteries saw themselves 
working not on behalf of the Romans but the Greeks. 

GOING TO SACRIFICE 

The noun 'EH17v1aµ6<;-an "imitator of the Greeks, Greek-ifier"-is 
first used in 2 Maccabees 4:13, but in the Second Sophistic the term 
becomes associated with a kind of pan-Hellenism, articulated under 
the aegis of nmc5eia ("education," or "culture").108 Moreover, it came
to indicate adherence to the civic cults associated with the Greek and 
Roman pantheon, as in the literature of the emperor Julian the Apos
tate (mid-fourth century CE).109 Thus the term "Hellene" is preferable
to "pagan" to describe the Hellenophone intellectuals of late antiq
uity.110 These Hellenes we see portrayed in the literature of the Sec
ond Sophistic associated popular Greek religion and civic cult, a cul
tic conservatism that is also shared with the Neoplatonists. Like the 
political activism that philosophers took for granted, this cultic con
servatism was also a crucial issue for Plotinus in his battle with the 
Gnostics. 

The urban centers of the Second Sophistic were Athens, Smyrna, 
and Ephesus, yet for Philostratus, Bellas no longer had a strictly 
geographical sense but instead had a cultural one.111 To the subject 
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of his biography of Apollonius of Tyana (first century CE), he gives 
the line, "a wise man finds Hellas everywhere and a sage will not 
regard or consider any place to be a desert or barbarous." 112 His 
hometown is "a Greek city nestled among the Cappadocians," and 
Gadeira (modern Cadiz) is praised as a highly religious and "Hel
lenic" place.113 According to Philostratus's Lives of the Sophists, 

Timocrates came "from the Fontus and his birthplace was Hera
clea, whose citizens admire Greek culture." 114 Herodes addresses
his students and admirers simply as "Hellenes." 115 Hadrian (the
sophist) is "escorted by those who loved Hellenic culture, from all 
parts of the world." 116 The extrageographical and ethnic definition
of Hellas is paralleled by Dio Chrysostom's account of the Borys
thenians, who worship Achilles, wear beards, and are so "truly 
Greek in character" that a whole town turns out to meet the visit
ing sophist.117 

Reflecting the period's turn toward Atticism, the Greek language 
itself takes on a.Q almost magical quality in Philostratus's books.118 

Favorinus's Greek was so good that "even those in the audience who 
did not understand the Greek language shared in the pleasure of 
his voice; for he fascinated even them by the tones of his voice, his 
expressive glance and the rhythm of his speech."119 Apollonius is por
trayed as having spoken perfect Attic despite his Cappadocian rear
ing, speaking nothing else when traveling-which is easy, because 
everyone he meets who knows something of "philosophy" happens 
to speak Greek too.120 

Thus Hellenism in the Antonine and Severan periods was defined 
by possession of the lore of Hellas, and, for those not born with Apol
lonius's supernatural mastery of the Pythagorean tradition, this was 
acquired through education. Yet the term nau5Eia itself also came 
to mean "elite Greek culture" as much as simply "education."121 

In second-century legal texts, the educated (nrna1oeuµevm) encom
pass grammarians, rhetors, and doctors, that is, the class of learned 
elites.122 The literature of the period also associates elite, culturally
Hellenic identity with the status provided by education: Dio Chrys
ostom often contrasts common education with philosophy, the true 
nai&ia, emphasizing its practical (i.e., political) side.123 The uniquely 
Hellenic background of nauSEia is paramount for Plutarch even at the 
lowest stages of education, as it is for Lucian.124 Galen, too, valorizes
education when describing how he earned fame among the elite at 
Rome.125 
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The Hellenic valorization of nau5Eia was publicly articulated not 
just in the sphere of rhetorical demonstration but in civic ritual as 
well, and the two often coincided, as at festivals.126 The cultic sense
of Hellenism is embodied in Philostratus's portrayal of Apollonius, 
who spends time making sure that local priests are running the local 
cults in a sufficiently Hellenic fashion,127 rebuking the sacrifices of
Babylon, discovering Indian sages who worship Greek gods, and cor
recting the Egyptian rites.128 He is typical of the flowering of partici
pation in traditional Greek religion and popular civic cult that forms 
the ritual background of the Second Sophistic. Plutarch served as a 
priest of Delphi, leading a public ritual life that should not be sub
sumed under his critiques of superstition.129 The same Delphic Apollo
exhorted Dio Chrysostom to launch his peregrinations and thus his 
career as a Cynic.13° Like Plutarch, Lucian praised local civic cults, 
despite reservations about superstition.131 Aelius Aristides devoted 
much of his life and writing to the service of Asclepius, as related in 
his Sacred Tales. The historian Cassius Dio practiced incubation and 
pilgrimage to temples across Asia and Greece, both in dreams and 
waking life.132 

This background of Pan-Hellenic culture in the spheres of educa
tion and religion is crucial for the social context of the development 
of Platonism, including its Gnostic variety. The philosophers contin
ued to enshrine 11m&:ia, but internalized it as cultivation of the soul. 
Possession of it defines the virtuous life, as in sophistic literature: Por
phyry quips that "lack of education (cmaL<'leuuia) is the mother of all 
evils." 133 In the fourth century CE, Sallustius would assert that "in the 
educated (1trnm<'>euµtvoc;) all virtues may be seen, while among the 
uneducated (a.rcail5eu-ro<;) one is brave and unjust."134 At the same time, 
the Neoplatonists absorbed culture into the greater philosophical 
enterprise, despite remaining informed by it. Plutarch says that it is 
"necessary to make philosophy the center of education." 135 Two cen
turies later, in Plotinus's thought, nml5£ia is much more: the positive 
development of the soul itself.136 No wonder, then, that he chides the
Gnostics for speaking in a way that does not befit the m:rcml5wµtvoi;.137 

In his Protrepticus, Iamblichus likens the acquisition of nml5ioia to the 
blind man finding eyes to see.138 

Cultic conservatism was also shared by sophists and Platonists.139 

Adherence to the traditional cult is central to the proper (and legal) 
spiritual life as portrayed by Celsus (second century CE), writing an 
anti-Christian polemic.140 Plotinus rejects the efficacy of astrology,
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but not magic per se, and never discourages participation in civic reli
gious life.141 Porphyry's On Abstinence, meanwhile, esteems vegetari
anism and so attacks sacrificial institutions, a position difficult to 
harmonize with the rest of his corpus.142 Yet even when he is dismis
sive of a superstitious approach to cult,143 he takes care to add that 
he does not oppose civic law regarding sacrifice, and sometimes dis
cusses ritual with enthusiasm:144 

For this is the principal fruit of piety: to honor the divine in the 
traditional (i.e. Hellenic) ways (nµiiv to 0efov Kata ta mhpLa), not 
because (God) needs it, but because He summons us by this vener
able and blessed dignity to worship him. God's altars, if they are 
consecrated, do not harm us; if they are neglected, they do not help 
us .... It is not by doing certain things or forming certain opinions 
about God that we worship Him properly. Tears and supplications 
do not move God; "sacrifices do not honor God; numerous votive 
offerings do not adorn God. Rather Intellect filled with God, firmly 
established, is united to God, for like must gravitate to like." ... But 
as for yourself, as has already been said, "let the intellect within you 
be a temple of God." 145 

Iamblichus proclaimed ritual the crown jewel of the philosophical 
life; one of his ancient admirers addressed him in a letter as "savior 
of the whole Hellenic world," and Julian the Apostate based the theo
logical content of his religious reforms on the philosopher's work.146 

Iamblichus would probably not have minded, for he also supported 
the contemporary Hellenic cult.147 He is pictured by Eunapius as per
forming miracles for his disciples on the way home from a civic festi
val, his participation in which would be consonant with his defense of 
animal sacrifice in the cultic treatise De mysteriis.148 In the early fifth 
century, Macrobius insisted that the gods preferred to be worshipped 
by means of traditional, civic cultic imagery, despite its disparity with 
their transcendent essence.149 As for Proclus, the title of his treatise on 
theurgic practice says it all: On the Hieratic Art of the Hellenes (m:pl 
T�c; Ka0''£AAT]VClc; iEpClTIK�c; n:XVTJ�). 

Even in the second century, then, a social group of philosophers, 
rhetoricians, and teachers began to identify themselves as "Hellenes," 
not by birth but by education, with m:u8ela as their byword. To be 
sure, more specific self-identifications were negotiated by more spe
cific markers; moreover, alignment with Hellenism was compati
ble with the layering of other local and ethnic identities, and being 
a Hellene meant different things in different parts of the empire.150 

What all these accounts have in crmmon, however, is a manufactured
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heritage of Hellenic nauSeia with the shared ritual background of tra
ditional Greek religion and civic cult. This is the heritage prized by 
Plotinus and Porphyry, and which their Christian Gnostic interlocu
tqrs challenged. However, a more specific heritage was also prized in 
the circles of philosophers-the pedigree of classical Greek philoso
phy. Plotinus's group went so far as to celebrate the birthdays of Plato 
and Socrates.151 Philosophers expressed their Hellenic heritage with
the tone and idiom of the Second Sophistic, but identified it foremost 
with the Platonic "golden chain" reaching back to Plato and Pythago
ras, and, through them, to the Orient of hoary antiquity. 

BARBARIAN WISDOM, ALIEN WISDOM 

The rise of pan-Hellenic nationalism in educated circles coin
cides-paradoxically, it seems at first-with a surge of interest in 
the East as a source of primordial wisdom.152 Thanks in part to
its nod to Judaism and its reception among the church fathers,153 

Numenius's fragment from his dialogue On the Good remains the 
most memorable example: "With respect to this, the one speaking 
and providing an interpretation about something will go beyond 
the Platonic tradition and fuse it (civaxwp�cracr8a1 Kal cruv6�oao8ai) 
with the sayings of Pythagoras. Then, he must appeal to the jus
tifiably famous nations, addressing their rituals, doctrines, and 
accomplishments, insofar as Brahmins, Jews, Magi, and Egyptians 
are in accord with one another, but only to the extent that they 
agree with Plato (O'UVTEAOUµevm; rna-rwv1 6µo;\.oyouµevwc:; 6n6oac:; 
BpaxµuvEc:; KClL 'Iou<5ai0l KCll Mayo1 lCClL Aiyimno1 <51t8Ev-ro)." 154 This
passage has often been invoked in the context of Gnosticism, a 
movement that seems to meld some kind of Greek philosophical 
learning with Oriental revelation (to say nothing of dualism). The 
relevance of this problem for the social context of the Platoniz
ing Sethian literature is obvious: the Sethian apocalypses bear the 
names of ancient Eastern sages. They discuss Greek metaphysics, 
but cite no Greeks, notably omitting Plato, to whom their debt 
is clear. Modern interpreters have therefore explained the Gnos
tic reliance on extra-Platonic sources, as reported in Neoplatonic 
testimonia, with recourse to the Antonine-Severan philosophical 
appeal to alien wisdom made famous here by Numenius.155 Con
versely, some argue that Numenius himself was in the thrall of "la 

gnose orientale." 156 
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Alien wisdom was an issue, but not as formulated by Numenius. First, in much of the literature of the Second Sophistic and second-tofourth-century Platonism, alien (or barbarian) wisdom is invoked in order to be subjugated by Hellenic 1t<ll8Ela.157 Second, the period alsowitnesses the rise of what I will refer to as "auto-Orientalizing" texts that contain Platonic teaching under the guise of an Eastern provenance. Together with a more general fetishization of Eastern wisdom that we find 1n Plato and Plutarch, we thus glimpse a diversity of "Platonic Orientalisms," ,which evoke, distance, and assimilate a manufactured image of Eastern learning in order to stake out a position on the Hellenic identity that was so important for the context of philosophizing in the Roman Empire. This turn to the East as a source of wisdom in Greek philosophy is commonly chalked up by historians of Roman religion to the infusion of new Oriental cults (of Serapis, Isis, Attis, and Cybele, etc.) into Roman religion;158 the result, a quasi-philosophical cultic "syncretism."159 However, while these cults certainly were of great interest to those in educated circles and provided new points of reference in religious life, the Oriental cults are a red herring in the search for the significance of alien wisdom.160 Rather, the reach to the Eastern civilizations as a source of wisdom is as old as Greek litera,ture itself. By the first century CE, the idea of "the ancients" became bound to the idea that the Stoic A6yo� (rational principle), and all the knowledge concomitant with it, is to some extent incarnate in all things.161 

Plutarch fully articulated this view (regarding divine providence): "Wherefore this very ancient opinion (rraµmlA<llo�) comes down from writers on religion and from lawgivers to poets and philosophers; it can be traced to no source, but it carried a strong and almost indelible conviction, and is in circulation in many places among barbarians and Greeks alike, not only in story and tradition, but also in rites and sacrifices."162 Beyond the ethnographer's natural interest in the exotic, these texts display an appreciation for the pedigree of Eastern civilizations; by virtue of their age, they must know something.163 Moreover, this single knowledge is consonant with that of the Greeks but expressed in variable myths and rites, humanity's understanding of which is fading.164 

With the turn of the sec°i!d century, however, one begins to glimpse the subordination of his discourse about alien wisdom to the primacy of Plato and Pyt agoras.165 At first glance, this subordination is masked by interest in discussing barbarian wisdom. The 
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trope of scholarly pilgrimages to the Orient to obtain scientific and 
ritual knowledge is a fixture of the period's literature. Diogenes Laer
tius relates that Thales spent time in Egypt with the priests and mea
sured the pyramids.166 Pythagoras reportedly studied with "Zara
tas" (Zoroaster),167 explored Egypt,168 and is assigned many travels
by Apuleius.169 Porphyry has him study with the Phoenicians and
Hebrews.170 Plato himself reportedly traveled to Egypt and wished to
visit Persia and India.171 In Philostratus, the Theban Dionysius travels 
to India, and Protagoras is said to have studied with the Persian magi 
during Xerxes' invasion of Greece.172 A great deal of the Life of Apol

lonius is occupied with philosophical pilgrimages to Babylon, India, 
and Egypt.173 Finally, Plotinus, too, tried to go to India-the only evi
dence of his interest in learning east of Egypt, hardly indicative of a 
debt to Indian thought.174

The study-sabbatical abroad was recommended by Hellenists in 
the early empire for two reasons.175 One is the presumption, based
on Posidonius's logos theology, that there exists a universal religion 
whose origin is prior to all contemporary civilization and whose evi
dence can be found among other, elder cultures.176 For Dio Chryso

stom, as for Plutarch, God's existence and benign rule is "a concep
tion of him common to the whole human race, to the Greeks and 
to the barbarians alike, a conception that is inevitable and innate in 
every creature endowed with reason." 177 Lucian agrees that worship 
of the gods is universal, but adds that it originated among the Egyp
tians.178 We see a somewhat different principle, however, in Pseudo
Apollonius and Philostratus. Hellenism is necessarily cosmopolitan 
and therefore often found outside the geographical confines of Hellas 
itself, sometimes in a purer state.179 The question, then, is whether the
universal religion is identified with Hellenism (as in Philostratus) or 
beyond it (with Plutarch et al.) 

At the same time, second-century CE Greek philosophical litera
ture remains deeply ambivalent about its relationship with Eastern 
teaching. In his Borysthentica, Dio Chrysostom details a myth com
posed by Zoroaster and preserved by the Magi both in song and 
"secret rites" (ev a1topp�-r0Lc; n:Aem1c;), but also distances himself from 
the tale, on ethnic grounds;180 presumably, he relates the story to tan
talize the barbarian (yet Hellenophile) Borysthenians.181 Meanwhile,
Diogenes Laertius introduces his doxography by rejecting barbarian 

claims to archaic wisdom, even asserting that the first civilization 
was Greek civilization.182 While the Chaldeans, druids, Indians, and 
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Persians were all innovators in astronomy, allegory, and ritual wor
ship, he says, the first to actually worship the gods were primordial 
Greek ancestors, Musaeus and Linius. Philosophy began with Anaxi
mander and Pythagoras; "thus it was from the Greeks that philoso
phy took its rise; its very name refused to be translated into barbarian 
speech."183 

Similar ambivalence is found in second-century Platonists
even Numenius, who as quoted above {fragment 1a) asserts that 
the wisdom of the barbarian nations is consonant with that of the 
Greeks.184 Some have asked if he particularly esteemed Judaism, or 
was even a Jew;185 after all, Numenius knew some Hebrew scripture, 
and probably read Philo.186 Yet only a superficial knowledge of Juda
ism is evident here. His supposed quotation of Ex 3:14-that God 
is 6 µev ye wv ("he who is")-has been widely taken as evidence of 
deep interest in Judaism, but is textually problematic.187 However, 
Numenius elsewhere identifies Moses with "Musaeus," Orpheus's 
heir and founder of the Greek religion itself.188 Fragment Ia (quoted 
at the beginning of this section), meanwhile, emphasizes that the 
nations should only be consulted after the Platonists and Pythago
reans, and then only insofar as they agree with Plato.189 Most of 
Numenius's extant fragments explicitly cite Hellenic authorities: 
Homer, Hesiod, the Orphic texts, Pherecydes, Parmenides, and the 
Eleusinian mysteries, and it is by the standard of these authorities 
that he judges other sources of wisdom.190 

Celsus, too, invokes "an ancient doctrine which has existed from 
the beginning" among the barbarians but not the Jews.191 Yet Cel
sus does not explicitly set the philosophy of the Greeks over that 
of the alien nations, instead excluding Christianity and Judaism 
from "barbarian philosophy." It is worth noting, however, that Cel
sus compares Christian faith to the credulity of charlatans from 
the Orient, and that when he refers to "ancient traditions" (miAat 
8e8oyµeva) as the foundation of his teaching, he provides a sum
mary of Plato.192 

A similar range of vie7"are in third-century sophistic and Platonic
texts. Philostratus leaves open the possibility that Greeks can learn 
from other peoples, but never is Greek wisdom upstaged or altered, 
while the scope of interests of comparison remains firmly in the realm 
of Hellenic thought.193 Pythagoras and the Egyptians obtained the 
doctrine of the transmigration· of souls from lndia;194 Egypt, India, 
and Pythagoras are all in agreement in the polemic against blood 
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sacrifice.195 Notably, Palestine is mentioned only to be disparaged.196

Philostratus also makes explicitly negative references to barbar
ian wise men, mentioning Egyptian and Chaldean frauds who took 
advantage of the need for religious comfort after earthquakes west 
of the Hellespont.197 With his subject charged with being a sorcerer
(µayoc;) on account of the pilgrimages to Persian and Egyptian magi 
(µayo1), Philostratus claims, as did Diogenes Laertius, that Emped
ocles, Pythagoras, and Plato all learned from the Orientals without 
becoming µaym themselves.198

Porphyry's position on the Greek tradition in the context of ancient 
wisdom (na;\.ma oocp[a) is complex and at times appears contradictory. 
Some scholars focus on his derogatory comments about the Greeks as 
a relatively young and ineffectual culture in the face of ancient wis
dom.199 In On the Cave of the Nymphs, he traces the use of caves as
the first temples back to the consecration of Zoroaster, recalls Numen
ius's citation of Gen 1:2, and discusses Egyptian symbolism.200 Just as
Porphyry sometimes refers to Jesus positively as one of many repre
sentatives of the "ancient wisdom," he includes the Jews in the ranks 
of barbarian races that have tapped into universal truths.201 Indeed,
he appears to have sought a via universalis.102 At other times, how
ever, he suggests that the philosopher (assuming already the adop
tion of vegetarianism) ought to adhere to the cultic path of his or her 
native land,2°3 thus emphasizing the distinctive character of his own 
background-Greek thought. 204 His Life of Plotinus provides a clue
as to how to resolve these attitudes: the student Eustochius is said 
to have acquired "the character of a true philosopher by his exclu
sive adherence to the school of Plotinus."205 Throughout his career,
Porphyry is adamant about asserting the authority of the Platonic
Pythagorean tradition, particularly as manifest in the teaching of Plo
tinus. Like Numenius, he esteems barbarian wisdom but subjugates 
it, in the service of his own Greek tradition. 

Iamblichus's attitude toward barbarian wisdom is even more 
ambivalent. In On the Pythagorean Life, he asserts that Pythagoras 
obtained knowledge of geometry and astrology from Egypt, numbers 
from Phoenicia, and astrology from Chaldea, yet the sage's trade
mark numerical theology is Orphic.206 Iamblichus demarcates Greek
and barbarian in the same breath as humans and animals, philoso
phers and the common rabble.207 Disagreeing with Porphyry in his
Timaeus commentary, he accuses his doctrines of being "alien to the 
spirit of Plato" or simply "barbarous."208 On the other hand, in his
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commentary on Aristotle's De anima, he repeatedly sets the opinion 
of "all the ancients" (apxator navTe<;) against Pythagoras, Plato, and 
Aristotle, or simply "Platonists and Pythagoreans." Sometimes they 
agree, sometimes not, as when the "ancients" affirm that the souls of 
the pure are spared judgment, because they are pure already, while 
"the Platonists and Pythagoreans do not agree with the ancients 
on this matter, but subject all souls to judgment."209 Writing in De

mysteriis under the guise of an Egyptian priest, "Abammon," he pri
oritizes "Assyrian" and ancient Egyptian wisdom as the sources of 
Pythagoras and Plato.210 In the same work, he invokes the Dekaden

ztheorie that we have already observed in Plutarch: primordial wis
dom is being forgotten, and who better to remind the Hellenes of 
its contents than an Egyptian priest?211 Yet one can also read this 
fetishization of Oriental wisdom as typical Hellenism, rather than a 
departure from Hellenism. 212 

The incongruency between these attitudes, noted but not resolved 
by commentators, is difficult to explain.213 Iamblichus could have 
simply changed his mind over the course of his life, affirming Hel
lenism at some times more strongly than others. Unverifiable, this 
thesis also suffers from the impossibility of determining a chronology 
of his corpus.214 Second, he may have chosen his rhetoric according 
to polemical context; if the Vita of Pythagoras is an anti-Christian 
work, as some have suggested, perhaps lamblichus amplified the Hel
lenic tone accordingly. 215 With Porphyry, on the other hand, he would 
have required a different approach: to assume the pose of an Egyptian 
priest (Mysteries) or tar his opponent with the brush of barbarism 
(Timaeus Commentary). Third, like many innovators, Iamblichus 
commonly delights in "condemning his predecessors"; his identifica
tion with the "ancients" of the East may be less ideological than sim
ply rhetorical convenience. 216 

After a review of this evidence, it seems clear that, under the early 
Roman Empire, classical cliches about universal learning and cul
tic practices of hoary, Eaytern provenance underwent a dual change: 
intensification (hence �creased frequency in the sources) but also 
reconsideration. With "ancient wisdom" universally present and acces
sible, the Greeks-identified with Plato, and especially his Pythago
rean and Orphic sources-became, for some, first among equals. Dio 
Chrysostom's coy invocation of the "barbarous" Zoroastrian myth to 
communicate typical Stoic cosmology anticipates this development, 
and Diogenes defends the Greek origins of learning more zealously 
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than any other pre-Julianic thinker. Yet the most consistent approach, 
mediating the doctrine of alien wisdom and the Greek tradition as 
the Dest manifestation of it, is somewhat later and mostly Platonic: 
Numenius, Philostratus, and Porphyry. 

This shift away from the classical universalism of Plutarch (and 
Plato) coincides, not surprisingly, with the Second Sophistic and its 
celebration of Hellenic identity in nai<'Ma and civic cult. A second con
text, crucial for the more philosophically inclined sources discussed 
here, is the rapid growth of the Neopythagorean movement and the 
identification of Platonists with it.217 "Plato pythagorizes" became a 
new cliche.218 Numenius argues that Plato and Socrates were both 
actually Pythagoreans. 219 Pythagoras became a Hellenic culture hero 
by which the Greeks both engaged and subdued barbarian wisdom. 220 

Third, the period witnesses the adoption of Orpheus, a barbarian by 
virtue of his Thracian heritage, as a Greek. 221 In earlier catalogues of 
sages, he is simply one of the ancient theologians of the barbarians;222 

but Diogenes claims Orpheus for the Greeks, Plotinus begins his anti
Gnostic work, the so-called GrofJschrift, with an allegorical read
ing of an Orphic cosmogony, Porphyry identifies Greek learning with 
Orphic hymns, and Iamblichus simply sets Pythagoras in the Orphic 
tradition. 223 By the time we arrive at Proclus, a Thracian is the Greek
theologian par excellence. 224 

ALIEN PLATONISTS (AUTO-ORIENTALISM) 

Other Platonists rallied instead to the Chaldeans and Egyptians: 
Julianus the Theurgist and Hermes Trismegistus. The Middle Pla
tonic, Greek hexameters known as the Chaldean Oracles were 
reportedly produced by one "Julian the Chaldean" or his son, 
"Julian the theurgist," or both. Next to nothing else is known 
about them, and, despite, their association with the East, there is 
nothing in the Oracles that need be identified outside the realm 
of imperial Platonism. 225 Its doctrines of a transcendent first prin
ciple, a feminine World-Soul, ascetic ethic, and emphasis on sote
riology and ritual are all at home in Middle Platonism, probably 
belonging to the second century CE. 

226 Only Greco-Roman deities 
such as Zeus or Hecate are mentioned in the text, and the collec
tion did not become known by its modern title-"Chaldaean Oracles 
of Zoroaster"-until the fourteenth century.227 The "Chaldaean" 
origin of these verses is a facade used to layer an exotic veneer over 
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Greek philosophy in Greek verse, but its Oriental pose was precious 
to its readers-the Neoplatonists, beginning with Porphyry-and, 
clearly, its author(s). 

The Corpus Hermeticum, a collection of Greek dialogues belong
ing to the larger body of philosophical dialogues ("Hermetica") star
ring the ancient demigod Hermes Trismegistus, presents a more com
plicated case, due to disputed provenance and the internal diversity 
(and thus dogmatic inconsistency) of its contents.228 Accordingly, the 
Hermetica present dissonant views on Hellenism and alien philoso
phy, sometimes seeing learning and language as universal, 229 but also 
belittling the wisdom of the Hellenes and their puny attempts to ren
der Egyptian wisdom in the Greek tongue. 230 As with the Oracles,

however, the setting of the texts themselves-conversations between 
a decidedly Egyptian sage and other demigods-demonstrates that 
the texts seek to set themselves apart from contemporary Helleno
philia, even as they discuss Hellenic ideas. The pose was a success, 
and the Hermetica received a warm welcome among both Hellenic 
Platonists and Christian theologians. 231 

It is no surprise, then, that the "Orientomaniac" pseudepigraphy, 
as I shall call it, of the Chaldean Oracles and the Corpus Hermeti

cum has been contextualized in the Numenian milieu of Middle Pla
tonism that reaches to the Orient for authority.232 Yet, as discussed 
above, Numenius and others actually cite alien authorities in order 
to subordinate them to the Platonic and Pythagorean traditions. Still 
other thinkers, like Plutarch, instead saw ancient wisdom as manifest 
in the teaching and ritual of all nations.233 The Oracles and Hermetic 
literature represent a third approach, which capitalizes on the pres
tige of ancient Oriental teaching to authorize a discourse composed 
in the Greek language about contemporary Greek metaphysics, by 
simply ignoring Hellas's cJ,aim to authority.234 Some treatises among 
the Hermetica go furthe/, and seem to actively rebel against Hellenic 
predominance by proclaiming the antiquity and superiority of alien 
speech and alien wisdom. 

Each of these ways of negotiating the relationship between Greek 
philosophy and the traditions of older, Eastern cultures is a form of 
what James Walbridge calls "Platonic Orientalism," the respect of Pla
tonists for the authority of the wisdom of the East. 235 The term retains 
much of the sense of Edward Said's concept of "Orientalism," as an 
idea that does the work of defining the self (i.e., "the West") through 
the creation of and reflection on an "other," here a distillation of the 
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manifold civilizations east of Greece and Rome (Numenius's "justi
fiably famous nations") to a set of teachings and rites whose actual 
relationship to any "Orient" is negligible. 236 As argued above, the
interest in the Orient as a primeval source of wisdom was nothing 
new in the second to fourth centuries CE. "Platonic Orientalism" sim
ply describes the popularity of this interest among the Platonic think
ers of the time in conducting what Chapter 4 terms "ethnic reason
ing," the negotiation of their identities in decidedly ethnic terms, here 
in the context of Greek higher education. 

Weighing their knowledge of the Orient against this Platonic tradi
tion, thinkers reached diverse conclusions about which authorities to 
prize, and articulated their choice in the language of Hellenic identity 
developed during the Second Sophistic. Plutarch, on the cusp of this 
movement, eschews the language of nmc\e[a when talking about Egyp

tian mythology; Dia Chrysostom and Celsus engage the "barbarian 
wisdom" of the Orient while distancing themselves from it; Numen
ius, Diogenes Laertius, Philostratus, and Porphyry, all deeply invested 
in the language of Hellenism, take care to defend the priority of its 
canon over the Orient. "Julianus" and "Hermes," finally, ignore the 
Greeks altogether, attempting to validate themselves by auto-Orien
talizing. A champion of both the Oracles and Hermetica, lamblichus 
auto-Orientalized within the context of discussing Greek philosophy, 
identifying his views on psychology and the afterlife as those of "the 
ancients" (as in De anima), or posing as an Egyptian ritual expert 
(in De mysteriis) with the same authority as the masters of Plato and 
Pythagoras. We might, then, ask which of this diversity of positions 
on the relationship between Oriental and Hellenic wisdom we see 
articulated by Plotinus-and which by his Gnostics. 

CONCLUSION: A "THICK DESCRIPTION" OF PLOTINUS'S 

GNOSTICS AND THEIR TEXTS 

The first of the "revelations" Porphyry mentions as read by the Chris
tian Gnostics was purportedly authored by the famous Persian sage 
Zoroaster. We cannot know the contents of his "apocalypse," but 
the pseudepigraphic currency of the name "Zoroaster" was strong 
indeed, even in Jewish and Christian circles. 237 The founder of the Per
sian cult was at times equated with Nimrod, apocalyptic seers such as 
Baruch, Jeremias, and Balaam, and even Seth himself.238 Porphyry's
remarks-this Zoroaster was "spurious and contemporary"-show 
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that the pseudepigraphic identification of authority with sources both 
remote and antique was, to Plotinus's group, offensive, deceptive, and 
futile. 239 

The other four figures are associated with extant Sethian apoca
lypses from Nag Hammadi, and with the world of intertestamental 
Judaism. "Zostrianos" was known to the Greeks as the grandfather 
of Zoroaster.240 While the narrative pericope of the Nag Hammadi 
text Zostrianos (NHC VIII,1) seems to describe the eponymous sage 
as growing up in a community of Greeks and renouncing his pater
nity for another race-the "seed of Seth"-he must have been associ
ated, by virtue of his famous grandson, with Armenia and Persia. 241 

An Apocalypse of Nicotheus per se is not extant, but the name of 
the eponymous prophet is associated (in the Untitled Treatise found 
in the Bruce Codex) with the name Marsanes, which does adorn a 
Sethian apocalypse extant in Coptic (NHC X,r). Whether this trea
tise was present at Plotinus's circle is uncertain, although the copy we 
know from Nag Hammadi shows signs of thought from the fourth 
century CE. 

242 The characters of both Nicotheus and Marsanes are 
present in the Untitled Treatise, exhibiting "powers" through which 
they achieve visions of the "only-begotten Son" of the Father that 
impress even the local angelic beings in heaven.243 The figure of Nico
theus possessed considerable pedigree in the world of the Jewish 
apocalypses; according to Mani, he was in the same league as S(h)em, 
Enosh, and Enoch. 244 "Hidden" and "unable to be found," he was 
also associated by the fourth-century alchemist Zosimus of Panopo
lis with Zoroaster, Hermes, and others, as a mediator of knowledge 
about the celestial Adam. 245 "Marsanios" (certainly another form 
of the name "Marsanes") was known to Epiphanius as an Archon
tic (Gnostic) prophee-wh-o was "snatched up into heaven for three 
days."246 Unlike that of Nicotheus, it is possible that his name is 
Semitic. 247 Both figures thus recall contemporary Jewish traditions of 
rapt.antediluvian seers.248 

A Jewish background is also indicated for the treatises assigned to 
Allogenes and Messos. "Allogenes" is a common Hellenistic Jewish 
word for a "stranger" or "alien or foreigner," for Seth, and apparently a 
common title for texts circulated by the fourth-century Gnostics known 
as the Archontics. 249 As Epiphanius writes, "(the Archontics) have also 
portrayed certain books, some written in the name of Seth and others 
written in the name of Seth and his seven sons, as having been given by 
him. For they say that he bore seven <sons>, called 'foreigners'-as we 
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noted in the case of other schools of thought, viz. gnostics and Sethi
ans. "250 It is impossible to say whether the treatises he mentioned are 
related to the Apocalypse of Allogenes known to Porphyry. 251 

"Messos" is a name extant elsewhere only in the Sethian apoca
lypse from Nag Hammadi entitled Allogenes (NHC XI,3), appearing 
when the eponymous protagonist addresses the reader as "Messos, 
my son."252 There is no extant work entitled "Messos," but the pos
sibility of an existence of one in Plotinus's circle cannot be ruled out. 

For Porphyry, then, the source of the controversy between Plotinus 
and the local Christian "Gnostics" was the problem of how to weigh 
the authority of Plato against those of Jewish antediluvian sages and 
the apocalypses that bore their names . On the one hand, the adher

ents of Aculinus and others were educated interpreters of Plato. On 
the other hand, they thought that Plato was simply one of many teach
ers, some of whom were more ancient, geographically remote (i.e., 
Oriental), and hence more authoritative. Each of these teachers was 
associated with Judaism and Christianity, and, in several cases-Zos
trianos, Allogenes, and Nicotheus-with extant, Platonizing Sethian 
apocalypses from Nag Hammadi.253 

What this data shows is that the invocation of foreign, alien 
revelations in a group like Plotinus's was sure to raise a few eye
brows, if not start a firestorm. Philosophers and sophists of the 
period, and it appears Gnostic thinkers as well, were male elites 
from wealthy backgrounds deeply invested in the prevailing socio
economic order. Public participation in political affairs and obser
vance of the civic cult were expected. Yet the framing, common 
to scholarship, of Gnostic mythos as inspired by (usually Jewish) 
revolt against the Romans clashes with the privileged social context 
that highly educated Gnostics moved in.254 Rather, Gnostic myth 
recognizes and inverts the hierarchy that nurtured such privileged 
groups;255 this inversion took place alongside the parallel develop
ment, within Sophistic and Platonic circles, of different ways of 
conceiving the Orient as a source of primordial wisdom-Platonic 
Orientalism. Many Orientalizing authors simultaneously fetishize 
and subordinate the status of Eastern sources to the authority of 
Plato and Pythagoras. Yet select groups, including Gnostics, pre

ferred to "auto-Orientalize," conjuring a visage of the East around 
their thought in order to differentiate themselves from, and even 

polemicize and rebel against, the Hellenophile environment of the 

Second Sophistic. 256 The Gnostics with their apocalypses voiced this
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latter perspective, appearing hostile to Hellenism. Viewed against 

the backdrop of skirmishes over the value of Oriental authorities in 
the context of Greek thought, we see that Porphyry understood the 

Christian Gnostics to be firing shots in what would become a cul
ture war. 



CHAPTER 2 

Plotinus Against 
His Gnostic Friends 

The testimony of Porphyry about the heretics known to him and 
Plotinus is a fascinating and rich account of their encounter with 
living, breathing readers of Sethian apocalypses. He says that this 
literature circulated among Christian Platonists, who invoked alien, 
non-Hellenic authorities popular in Jewish lore (like "Allogenes"
"the stranger-foreigner") and challenged the authority of Plato 
and, by extension, the vigorous Hellenic cult(ure) of paideia. Both 
he and Amelius wrote treatises attacking these apocalypses. Ploti
nus wrote his own work responding to the heretics. Porphyry, edit
ing his master's work following his death, entitled it Against the 
Gnostics; hence we consider these heretics to have been Gnostics 
themselves-certainly they were understood as such by Porphyry, 
and as will become clear, they subscribed to the myth of the fall of 
Sophia and her production of a faulty creator-god, to whom we can 
assign responsibility for the ills of the world we inhabit. He thus also 
assigned the work the alternative title, Against Those Who Say That 
the Universe and Its Maker Are Evil.1 When we recall data culled 
from philosophical and sophistic sources about the sociopolitical 
environment of elite education, Porphyry's remarks thus allow the 
closest look we can get at a particular group of Gnostics, and the 
sort of cultural seas they must have navigated in order to arrive at 
a circle like that of Plotinus. Yet while Porphyry's testimony tells 
us a great deal about their background and the radical nature of 
their invocation of alien, oriental authorities in the context of Hel
lenism, it tells us little about the other doctrines to which these 
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Gnostics-and their apocalypses-subscribed. Indeed, Porphyry 
says nothing about the content of the Sethian works other than their 
pseudepigraphic claims to ancient, alien authority. 

Here we must turn to Plotinus and the Sethian texts themselves. 
It is worth pausing to review Plotinus's polemic before proceeding 
to read it against the Sethian literature and other contemporary Pla
tonic literature. The treatise-his thirty-third composition and the 
ninth tractate in the second partition of his collected works , arranged 
by Porphyry as six groups of nine (hence their title: the Enneads, 

Gk. "nines")-is famously technical and difficult, and comprehen
sive scholarly treatments of it are specialized and uncommon. Yet it 
is also difficult to read in isolation, being the last segment of the so
called Grofsschrift, a hypothetical "long treatise" cut into four pieces 
by Porphyry to fit his enneadic schema of Plotinus's corpus. 2 Even 
beyond the GroBschrift, the entire Plotinian corpus could be seen as 
a witness to Plotinus's encounter with Gnosticism, and some have 
thus cast his thought in toto along the lines of their interpretation of 
this encounter.3 In the interests of practicality, this chapter will focus 
only on Ennead 2.9 in particular as Plotinus's singular address to 
his Gnostic interlocutors, while referring when necessary to the rest 
of the Enneads and especially the GroBschrift. Even this relatively 
restricted analysis, however, shows that he was not only concerned 
with his opponents' constructions of cultic identity and revelatory 
authority but also with very specific ideas they had about cosmology, 
soteriology, and eschatology. In each case, he holds, their philosophy 
breaks up the unity of the cosmos, introducing separation and alien
ation where he sees only continuity, a practice culminating, appro
priately, in their own alienation from their fellow humanity and the 
(Hellenic) traditions that inspire them. 

AGAINST THE GNOSTIC COSMOS 

Unfortunately, Plotinus's discussion of Gnostic thought often seems 
to hide more than it reveals. He usually states a conclusion his oppo
nents have reached and his (angry) response to it, without stating 
what arguments motivate both sides; the reader, hoping for a more 
full picture, must then sketch in various complex philosophical argu
ments between the lines. Nowhere is this more so than in the first 
ten chapters of Ennead 2.9, which plunge the reader into the mid
dle of a series of polemics on seemingly unrelated topics: the number 
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of divine intellects, the eternity of produced matter, the decline of 

the (World)-Soul, and the story of the Soul's creation of the cosmos.4 

However, each of these issues circulates around the problem of the 

creative activity of the undescended Soul-the entity mediating the 

divine Intellect and the physical cosmos, of which the individual soul, 

mediating a person's intellect and physical body, is a microcosm
with respect to time and narrative, the eternity of the world, and the 

character of its author. 

This is not easy to see, because when Plotinus talks about the 
problem of creation, he phrases it in his own characteristic terms 

as the problem of the Soul's ability to create a good world, which 
for him is intrinsically bound with its character as an inhabitant of 

heaven along with divine Intellect. The Gnostics, he says, describe 

a "Soul" whose creation is bad because of a "descent" into matter, 

thus tainting its creative activity. Yet it is difficult to tell which char

acters in the Gnostic cosmogonic drama he is speaking about. Some

times, he specifies arguments commonly made by Hellenistic think

ers to criticize the anthropomorphism of the demiurge's portrait in 

Plato's Timaeus, so he has none other in mind than the ambivalent, 

faulty demiurge of Gnostic myth, who crafts a deficient, even evil 

cosmos. Yet at other times he refers to the "decline" of the Gnos

tic "Soul," apparently meaning the story of the fall of Sophia, the 
mother of the demiurge. As we will see, he even (quite possibly in 

bad faith) accuses his opponents of conflating these characters in just 
this confusing way. 

It is worth pausing here to briefly recount a classic variant of 

this story, presented in a particularly famous (and Sethianized) text 

known as the Apocryphon of John. 5 The story begins with a descrip

tion of the transcendent first principle, the "Father," or "Invisible 

Spirit." Gazing into himself in the primordial water,_ his thought 

produces a divine Mother, the "Barbelo," the second, generative, 

principle from which the rest of reality is born.6 With the "consent" 
of the Father, the Barbelo produces two quintets of aeons (Gk. "eter

nities"). (Here, as often in Gnostic literature, the divisions of salva

tion history into periods, or "aeons," is reflected in the atemporal 

celestial topography, where aeons seem to be beings or places that 
emanate from God as the eternal paradigm of the drama that plays 

out on earth as its reflection.)7 Finally, the Father and Barbelo pro

duce another principle, their Son, the Autogenes ("self-begotten"), 
an image of its parent. The Invisible Spirit anoints him and grants 
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him authority. The Autogenes produces the Four Luminaries com
mon to Sethian lore (Harmozel, Oroiael, Davithai, and Eleleth), who 
in turn produce twelve aeons, one of which is Sophia ("wisdom"). 

Sophia desires to imitate the beings from which she has sprung
she desires to produce-but, unlike the Barbelo, does so without 
the "consent" of the Father. Her creation is thus the misshapen, 
blind god Yaldabaoth, who with his angels creates the material 
universe and then mankind, beginning with Adam and Eve. Poor 
Sophia, meanwhile, repents. In order to recover the creative power 
that Yaldabaoth has stolen from her, she is able with the help of the 
superior powers to trick her son into passing this power into Adam. 
This spark of divinity is passed on to Adam and Eve's third son, 
Seth, from whom Gnostic humanity is descended-aliens to the 
world of Yaldabaoth, but akin to their Father, the Invisible Spirit, 
itself alien to the planet they inhabit. Yet the elect have forgot
ten their divine identity because of Yaldabaoth's minions, who tor
ment them, exploiting the weakness and ignorance that accompany 
corporeal existence. Thankfully, a savior descends to humanity to 
preach the origins of man and the cosmos, expose Yaldabaoth and 
his powers as false gods, and thereby lend human beings knowledge 
of its source, tliehitherto unknown, alien God. This knowledge is 
tantamount to salvation. 

At first sight, it is then puzzling that Plotinus begins his response 
to this myth (and those who adhere to it) by ridiculing the doc
trine of dual intellects (one unparticipatory, one participatory), 
one of Numenius's odder ideas, not extant in any Gnostic text.8 

His reason can only be that he wishes to emphasize the coherence 
of the three hypostases of his metaphysical system: One, Intel
lect, and Soul.9 For Plotinus, the cosmic Soul, as a direct image 
of the Intellect, has direct access to it and dwells with it in the 
heavens; in turn, the various human, animal, and vegetative souls 
here on earth (which together compose the hypostasis of cosmic 
Soul) are in direct touch with their intellects (which together com
pose the hypostasis of celestial Intellect). He sees the possibility of 
there being two or more intellects in the metaphysical world as an 
unnecessary introduction of intermediaries between members of 
this triad of hypostases, which will lead to an infinite and absurd 
production of intelligible entities, or worse a decline of one of the 
hypostases. 10 Thus, the proliferation of a multitude of divine enti
ties (familiar to even the casual reader of Gnostic texts) disturbs 
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the hierarchy of intell igible beings and could even lead to the mis
taken notion that the soul descends. 

His same concern with the maintenance of the intelligible hierar
chy and the undescended Soul motivates his next topic, the eternity 
of illuminated matter. In an especially dense passage, he argues that: 

If anyone says that it will be dissolved into matter, why should he not 
also say that matter will be dissolved? But if he is going to say that, 
what necessity was there, we shall reply, for it to come into being? 
But if they are going to assert that it was necessary for it to come 
into being as a consequence of the existence of higher principles, the 
necessity is there now as well. But if matter is going to remain alone, 
the divine principles will not be everywhere but in a particular lim
ited place; they will be, so to speak, walled off from matter; but if 
this is impossible, matter will be illuminated by them.11 

The context of this somewhat oblique argument is the proper order 
of derivation of the various strata of existence, and their eternity. The 
position that Plotinus defends at the end of the passage is the eternal 
generation, existence, and illumination (by Soul) of matter and its 
eternal, unchanging illumination by Soul.12 

Like the discussion of dual intellect, the insertion of this difficult 
problem seems tangential but is in fact relevant, because it addresses the 
eternal creative activity of Soul and thus the production of a good, eter
nal world. For Plotinus, the nature of Soul is to create, 13 so it eternally 
generates and illuminates matter; yet matter is an absep.ce of being and 
thus of goodness and reality.14 Why would Soul (or, by extension, a 
demiurge), which is good, produce and illuminate something that is 
bad? The Gnostics argue, he says, that the badness of the created object 
must imply some lapse of judgment on the part of the creator. Plotinus 
proposes instead that the Soul's production of something unequivocally 
bad nonetheless must have been in this case a positive thing; because 
the Soul, undescended, eternally illuminates matter and thus bestows 
good on it without being part of it, Plotinus can assert the positive 
nature of the inhabited world and the eternal nature of this goodness 
while acknowledging the badness of matter, instead of ascribing bad
ness to both its creator and what is created from it.15 

Keeping in mind Plotinus's attention to preserving the undescended 
nature of the Soul in these opening chapters, his turn in chapter 4 to 
the topic of the Soul, its fall, and its demiurgic function is not so much 
jarring as it is tardy.16 "If," he asks, ''they (i.e., my Gnostic oppo
nents) are going to say that it (the Soul) simply failed (cr<pat..e1oav), let 
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them tell us thecaose of the failure (crcpaAµaTO� ... -r�v aiTlav)." 17 Plo
tinus is determined to show that the creation and its creator are good, 
not an error or "failure" or fall from heaven; or in his parlance that 
"Soul is not a declination (vEucrtv), but rather a non-declination." 18 He 
thus sets up a series of reductiones ad absurdum: a decline took place 
either in time or outside time; neither is -possible.19 If Soul declined, it 
must have forgotten the intelligibles; but then it wouldn't be a demi
urge anymore, since Plato says in his Timaeus the demiurge creates 
with reference to the intelligible forms. 20 If it does remember, then it 
does not decline. (See Figure 1 for a visual illustration of these ideas.) 

Plotinus shifts gears, beginning to mock his opponents' anthro
pomorphic view of the creator, assserting that the demiurge did not 
create "in order to be honored" (tva nµ4i-ro).21 More specifically, 
the demiurge did not create "through discursive (i.e., temporal, lan
guage-based) reasoning (<5uxvoia)." He continues, asking, "when is 
he (the creator) going to destroy it (the cosmos)? For if he was sorry 
he had made it, what is he waiting for?"22 As is well known, Plotinus 
here attacks his opponents along established lines of later Platonic 
defense of the Timaeus from Epicurean and Skeptic critics, who 
mocked the dialogue's account on the grounds of its crude anthropo
morphism. 23 Middle Platonists responded by simply ceasing to read 
it· literally. 24 Plotinus goes further in arguing that creative activity 
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(no[11m�) occurs through the faculty of contemplation (0ewpia), not 
temporal, discursive reasoning (&avoia), which yields hesitation and, 
ultimately, all too human error. 25 Here, then, the Gnostic view of the 
demiurge closely coheres with the caricature of the Timaeus sketched 
by Hellenistic foes of Plato. However, just as with the problem of the 
generation of matter, Plotinus is perturbed by the problem of cre
ation and destruction of the world in time and its implications for the 
character of the demiurge: why would he destroy the world unless he 
regretted making it, and what kind of creator is that?26 Moreover, if 
the world was created in time, then it must have been planned with 
temporal, discursive reasoning, which, as we have already seen, Plo
tinus found unacceptable.27 

The same criticisms of the Gnostic conception of the demiurge 
lie behind his ongoing polemic about the Soul's creative activity. 
He repeats many of the same points: the Gnostics do not under
stand (ou cruvevTe�) Timaeus 39b and thus falsify (KaTmjtei>cSovtat) 
Plato's account of cosmogony.28 The Gnostics, he continues, con
fuse the identity of the maker: sometimes it is the Soul, sometimes 
the discursive (<'ilavoouµEvov) InteUect, again perhaps exploiting 
the ambiguity between the characters of the demiurge and Sophia 
when they are conflated as the creative, Plotinian Soul. 29 Censur
ing the director of the world, he says, they identify it with the Soul, 
and so attribute to it the passions of incarnate souls. 3,

0 Similar cri
tiques are levied in chapter 8: by asking why the creation happened 
at all, the Gnostics misunderstand the essence of Soul itself, that 
is, creation via contemplation (8Ewpia).31 This misunderstanding, 
again, stems from the confused presupposition that the world is 
not eternal. 32 

Plotinus's objections-and his willingness to exploit the confusion 
between the characters in the Gnostic drama-are most clear in his 
summary of the Gnostic narrative of the "decline" of the Soul. He 
calls this doctrine "that one point which surpasses all the rest of their 
doctrine in absurdity (aTorr[a)" (ro.19-35): "For they say that Soul 
declined to what was below it, and with it some sort of 'Wisdom' (Gk. 
'Sophia'), whether Soul started it or whether Wisdom was a cause of 
Soul being like this, or whether they mean both to be the same thing, 
and then they tell us that the other souls came down too, and as mem
bers of Wisdom put on bodies, human bodies for instance."33 Next, 
Plotinus describes a different version of the Gnostic fall of Sophia, 
probably quoting from a version of Zostrianos:34 
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But again they say that very bdng for the sake of which these souls 
came down did not come down itself, did not decline, so to put it, 
but only illuminated the darkness, and so a reflection (t:TowXov) from 
it came into existence in matter. Then they fabricate an image of the 
image (eiowXou eil>wAov TIAaaavTe<;) somewhere here below, through 
matter or materiality or whatever they like to call it-they use now 
one name and now another, and say many other names just to make 
their meaning obscure----:-and produce what they call the Maker, and 
make him revolt from his mother and drag the universe which pro
ceeds from him down to the ultimate limit of reflections (tn' foxa-ra 
£l6wAwv). The man who wrote this just meant to be blasphemous!35 

39 

Plotinus counters both versions. With reference to the first, he simply 
disagrees that the Soul descended;36 instead, it stays above. 37 With

out a descent, then, Soul creates the world, and, with souls, enters 
it. This entrance is described variously in the Enneads; in one early 
treatise, it is a "self-willed gliding downward" that is freely made but 
also necessary, since the world's body must be inhabited by a soul 
(Plat. Tim. 34b8-)�ut, he emphasizes , this is not a "descent to the 
below and away from contemplation," although it does have a sense 
of "audacity" (,611.µu).39 

The second version-that Soul did not decline but illuminated the 
darkness-is actually largely in agreement with Plotinus.4° Conse
quently, he does nothave much of an answer for it, instead (some
what unfairly) conflating the two myths, and moving on to a critique 
of the demiurge himself: the craftsman of the Gnostic narrative is 
not much of a craftsman at all.41 lt works with reference to a mere 
"image of an image" of reality, hardly a fitting blueprint for the 
world.42 Again, the temporality of the events in the myth is an issue: 
why would a demiurge wait to produce with images? How would it 
know an image by memory if it has only just been born, an ontologi
cal level below the image?43 

Plotinus's disagreement with the Gnostics in these chapters clearly 
stems from a disagreement about the composition of the World-Soul, its 
relationship to time and to matter, and the logistics of its creative activ
ity. Plotinus's position is unsatisfying to readers ancient and modern, 
but the issue strikes at the heart of his thought.44 For Plotinus, as for 
Aristotle, philosophy begins with the individual soul's wonder about 
the origin of the world, leading to questions about its creation that 
blaze the path into Intellect and ascent to its ultimate source, the One.45 

Thus, the problem of the world's creation must be treated respectfully 
and produce an answer worthy of the dignity of the life of the mind. 
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Plotinus never explicitly attacks Gnostic aetiology and eschatology, but 

many of his jabs clearly show that he recognizes, and disapproves of, 
the idea that the world has a beginning and an end. Second, like Por
phyry after him, Plotinus invokes the language of literary criticism to 
tar the Gnostic account of creation with the lowest possible philosophi

cal categories used for production, imitation, and image. Philosophi
cally speaking, the central debate of the first ten chapters of Ennead 2.9 
concerns the Soul; however, the argument is consistently framed with 
reference to creation, temporality, and narrative imagery. 

AGAINST THE GNOSTIC SAVIOR 

The makeup of the Soul and its relationship to creative activity and 
time is inextricable from matters of physics and practical philoso
phy.46 Most immediate is the issue of theodicy.47 Plotinus accuses his 
opponents of wishing the world to be not just an image of the intelli
gible but the intelligible itself;48 this is impossible, since the One must

extend itself as far as possible, even, via the Soul, into an image of 
itself in the spatiotemporal realm.49 Thus, we live in the best possible 
world, an "image (EiKwv)" of reality without an evil origin, despite 
the "many unpleasant things in it."50 Such Panglossi�n indifference 
to inequality and human suffering, emphasized by his opponents, has 
surprised scholars by its "pitilessness."51 But, for Plotinus, one must 
not "despise (Ka-raq:,povEiv) the universe" but look to the whole order 
of beings, and, in this greater order, there is the greater good. 52 Later 
in the treatise, the same argument will be deployed to defend the tra
ditional civic cult: despising the universe is tantamount to despising 
the gods in it, and that is just what makes someone bad (KaK6c;-). 53 

References to this "order in succession" (-ra�tc;- Twv eq:,E�fjc;-}, 54 con
trasted with the break in the cosmos described in the classic Gnostic 
myth of the fall of Sophia, litter the Enneads.55 As Plotinus notes in 
his discussion of matter, "of necessity, then, all things must exist for
ever in ordered dependence on one another," and this includes the 
"unpleasantries."56 More contested and central to the administra
tion of the cosmos than the banal injustices of daily life are the stars, 
whose goodness Plotinus expends considerable energy defending. 

While his opponents esteem themselves superior to the planetary 
deities, he proclaims that the celestial bodies are good gods, have vir
tue, and are irrefutable evidence of a beautiful divine order that is not 
to be feared but imitated.57 "They are essential to the completeness of 
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the All and are important parts of the All," Plotinus argues.58 What 
he means is that the stars order the cosmos; more specifically, while 
they do not determine our fates, 59 they transmit providential care to 
the subintelligible: "Every soul is a child of That Father. And there 
are souls in (the heavenly bodies) too, and intelligent and good ones, 
much more closely in touch with the beings of the higher world than 
our souls are. How could this universe exist if it was cut off from that 
other world? How could the gods be in it? But we spoke of this before, 
too: our point is now that because they despise (Kcm:u:ppovouvn:�) the 
kindred of those higher realities, also, they do not know the higher 
beings either but only talk as if they did."60 Several arguments are
embedded in this transitional passage. First, the heavenly beings 
ontologically link.the subintelligible to the supramundane. 61 Conse
quently, knowledge of the heavens is transmitted through them. Thus, 
by rejecting the stellar deities, the Gnostics have no knowledge of 
what lies beyond them. 

Plotinus's opposition to Gnostic violation of the cosmic hierarchy, 
both with respect to theodicy and the administration of providence, 
is directly incumbent on the issue of soteriology, to which he immedi
ately turns: "Then, another point, what piety is there in denying that 
providence extends to this world and to anything and everything? 
And how are they consistent with themselves in this denial? For they 
say that God does care providentially for them, and them alone."62 
For Plotinus, this view is philosophically unpalatable because it vio
lates the modulated hierarchy of beings: the Gnostics do not know 
their place. They exalt themselves, set themselves separately above 
Intellect, claim to be "sons of God"63-but on the contrary, provi
dence extends not to separate parts (individual, special humans) but 
unified wholes (all of humanity).64 Second, this leads them to reject
"the beings received from tradition (EK rraTepwv)."65 For Plotinus, Hel
lenic tradition emphasizes the unity of the cosmos with all of human
ity;66 he wishes to defend the traditional, civic Greek cult, which is 
precluded by these exclusive claims to salvation.67 Third, such claims 
presume an incoherent psychology, making an unsupportable distinc
tion between "true," elect souls and false, "reflections" (eiow;\a)" of 
souls, the non-elect. 68 In contrast, Plotinian salvation is universally 
accessible to all those who imbibe Hellenic learning (7rm8£la).69 As 
noted by Arthur Hilary Armstrong, Plotinus's criticism may have par
ticular Gnostics in mind, but it extends to "all those who make the 
characteristic claim of Abrahamic religion to be the elect, the people 
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of God, with a particular and exclusive revelation from him which 
causes them to reject the traditional pieties." 70 

Finally, Plotinus moves from physics to ethics. At first glance, it is 
tempting to differentiate the Gnostics of 2.9 [33] from (proto)-ortho
dox Christians on the basis of Plotinus's accusations of moral liber
tinism and general lack of interest in ethical philosophy.71 However, 
his account of Gnostic libertinism is no more valid than the lurid 
descriptions, probably false, of a Clement or Epiphanius.72 Rather, 
his opponents' rejection of the civic cult is tantamount in his mind 
to atheism. Together with the doctrine of elect soteriology (mutually 
exclusive with his view on providence), it thus merits a tarring with 

the brush of Epicureanism.73 Moreover, he says that they do not com
pose treatises on virtue. This indifference to ethical matters puts them 
out of order with the hierarchy yet again, this time not with the hier
archy of the cosmos but with a philosophical approach to it: virtue 
precedes and even reveals God, not the other way around.74 

Much as the debate over the composition of the World-Soul and 
its demiurgic activity presumed a rejection of Gnostic temporality and 
narrative imagery, these arguments over theodicy, soteriology, and eth

ics presume that the Gnostics failed to ascertain the proper location of 
divinity, its transmission, and how people show evidence of interaction 
with it. Multiplying needless intermediary entities, the Gnostics reject 

the entities that are actually necessary for the dissemination of provi
dence (the stars), asserting that they have a special access to God via 
theophanies that exist outside the proper order of the universe. The 
ramifications of this axiom of divine theophany extend to a criminal 
soteriology, empty ethics, and, ultimately, pedagogy antithetical to the 
philosophical enterprise and its Hellenic heritage. 

AGAINST THE GNOSTIC TRADITION 

The beginning and end of Ennead 2.9. [33] 6 is worthy of special 
attention, because Plotinus embeds his discussion of the Gnos
tic World-Soul in various criticisms of the relationship between the 
Gnostics and Hellenic philosophical tradition. Scholars generally 
agree he is concerned with maintaining the integrity of Hellenic ped
agogy against oriental "alien balderdash."75 However unfairly, Ploti
nus here attempts to characterize the Gnostics as thinkers who ini

tiate, not teach, and for him, this is not philosophy, but dangerous 
authoritarianism. 
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At the beginning of the chapter, he deplores the introduction of the 
subintelligible aeons of the Sojourn, Repentance, and Aeonic Copies 
(discussed in extant passages of Zostrianos and the Untitled Trea

tise).76 These are "the terms of people inventing a new jargon to rec
ommend their own school (Etc; oua-racnv -r�c; ll>iac; aipfoEwc;). They con
trive this meretricious language as if they had no connection with the 
ancient Hellenic school (-r�c; apxaiac; 'EH11v1K�c;), though the Hellenes 
knew all this and knew it clearly, and spoke without delusive pompos
ity (6.-rucpwc;) of ascents (ava�aonc;) from the cave and advancing grad
ually closer a11d closer to a truer vision (-r�v 0fov a.A110fo,Epav)." 77 He 
continues: som� their ideas "have been taken from Plato but oth
ers, all the new ideas they have brought in to establish a philosophy 
of their own, are things they found outside the truth. For the judg
ments (c5iKm)78 too, and the rivers in Hades and the reincarnations 
come from Plato. And the making a plurality in the intelligible world, 
Being, and Intellect, and the Maker different, and Soul, is taken from 
the words in the Timaeus (39e) .... They themselves have received 
what is good in what they say (about) the immortality of the soul, the 
intelligible universe, the first god, the necessity for the soul to shun 
fellowship with the body, the separation from the body, the escape 
from becoming to being, for these doctrines are there in Plato."79 The 
Platonic background of the Gnostics is not in question for Plotinus; 
nonetheless, they have founded their own school (a'tpEmc;) by coining 
their own terminology to supplement the venerable teaching of Plato. 
What they add, however, sullies this teaching: useless subintelligible 
hypostases, and an incoherent doctrine of the World-Soul and the 
Demiurge. Moreover, much of what they take from Plato they mis
use, especially with respect to the human soul's fallen nature and the 
worth of the body. 8° Finally, they justify the deviations from Plato by 
claiming that he and the "blessed philosophers" had no real knowl
edge of the intelligible nature (-r�v vo11-r�v cpumv), "ridiculing and 
insulting the Greeks ... and saying that they are better than them," 
and "hunting fame by censuring men who have been judged good 
from ancient times by men of worth."81 

Plotinus defends not only the philosophers' teaching on the compo
sition of the intelligible world but also their mode of speech and peda
gogy. The ancient Hellenes speak in a way "appropriate for the educated 
(rrrnauSeoµevwc;)."82 By contrast, the Gnostics need to learn to discourse 
courteously and philosophically (euµevwc; Kai cp1Xoa6cpwc;) and fairly 
(cSucaiwc;), to learn with good will (euyvwµ6vwc;). 83 Bestowing membership 
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in the elect, they say their "gnosis" is "cultured (m,m:mouµevric;) and 
harmonious," that they alone are capable of contemplation (while devi
ating from Plotinus's sense of the term) and "worthy of honor" on the 
basis of their souls. 84 Instead, they're stupid (avorito1), speaking provin
cially (aypouc1<oµEvoc;).85 With audacity (au0a8E1a), they make "arro
gant assertions" without proofs (arro0Ei�E1c;). 86 Twice, he says that since 
they do not argue like philosophers, "another way of writing" (a.Hou 
ovTOc; ,pc'mou) would be more appropriate to respond to them, and that 
he will quit describing their doctrines; and, twice he breaks his resolve 
by denigrating them anew. 87 

CONCLUSION: WITH "FRIENDS" 
LIKE THAT ..• (A THICKER DESCRIPTION) 

Aside from the two versions of the Sophia myth and his para
phrases of positions on cosmology, theodicy, and other philosoph
ical topics, Plotinus tells the reader little about what his opponents 
actually think or believe. He does not give any references to their 
extra-Hellenic sources. He does not explain who his opponents 
say they are or where they came from. Nonetheless, the contours 
of Ennead 2.9 tell us a bit about his opponents, and this is firmly 
in agreement with Porphyry's evidence: they are steeped in Greek 
thought, and even identify with it, while deviating from it in sig
nificant ways. The most significant departure concerns the World
Soul and its demiurgic function, from which follow a number of 
un-Hellenic doctrines, including a cosmos created by an evil demi
urge who wishes to destroy it, and which is engineered by malevo
lent stellar deities. Its illogical providential model transmits salva
tion to an elect few, who have a concept of salvation that is not 
earned as much as bestowed by an authority that rejects the cultic 
and intellectual traditions of Hellenism. It is a disordered universe, 
dreamt by disordered men who feel alien to it. Plotinus's critique is 
that of a conservative. 

Reading Plotinus's works in conjunction with Porphyry's evidence, 
scholars have hypothesized numerous sectarian identities for the 
Gnostics of Ennead 2.9. Valentinians have been contenders for sev
eral reasons: the prominence of the school in Rome, the similarity of 
Plotinus's account of the fall of Sophia to that given by Valentinians, 
and perhaps most importantly the relative plenitude of evidence about 
Valentinians prior to the Nag Hammadi discovery. 88 The surfacing 
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of Sethian rather than Valentinian texts with the tides of treatises 
mentioned by Porphyry has mitigated this hypothesis. 89 Other groups 
associated with Sethian tradition have also been suggested, such as 
the Barbelo-Gnostics known to Irenaeus or the Archontics.90 Earlier 
scholarship suggested a pagan Gnostic group, reading Porphyry's evi
dence as referring to "Christians and others (belonging to non-Chris
tian groups):91 Other contenders include the followers of one Alcibia
des, who brought an "Apocalypse of Ekhasai" from Syrian baptismal 
groups to Rome in the early third century CE, inspired by Pope Cal
listus I's support for second baptism for the remission of new sins-a 
thesis that is revi� in the conclusion.92 

Based on the reading of evidence presented in this chapter, it is 
impossible to distinguish whether these Gnostics were Valentinians, 
Sethians, Barbelo-Gnostics, or Elchasaites, but it would be unlikely 
that they were Hellenes. An objection to this view is that if Plotinus's 
opponents were Christians, why did not he simply say so, as Celsus 
and Porphyry did in their polemical works? Yet it is not clear that 
Plotinus would have been �ble to recognize a Christian. As a long
time resident of Alexandria, he must have been familiar with Chris
tian intellectuals like the Valentinians or the catechetical school of 
Clement and Origen.93 As a longtime Platonist, he could have been 
familiar with Celsus's critique of Christianity or with Numenius's 
quip about the "Attic Moses."94 Despite all this, there is no explicit 
evidence in his corpus of any knowledge of Christianity, and therefore 
such knowledge cannot be assured.95 

Another factor is the question of how well Plotinus knew his oppo
nents. In this context, it is worthwhile recalling the following passage 
from Against the Gnostics: "We feel a certain regard for some of our

friends (cp[Aot) [italics mine] who happened upon this way of thinking 
before they became our friends, and, though I do not know how they 
manage it, continue in it .... But we have addressed what we have 
said so far to our own intimate pupils, not to them (for we could make 
no further progress towards convincing them), so that they might not 
be troubled by these latter, who do not bring forward proofs-how 
could they?-but make arbitrary, arrogant assertions. Another way 
of writing would be appropriate to repel (them)."96 Did Plotinus have 
Christian "friends"? Apparently so, and he considered them to be 
"votaries of Plato";97 the problem is that they were also votaries of 
much else. If the evidence from Porphyry's Vita Plotini chapter 16 
about Aculinus can be squared with Eunapius, Mark J. Edwards is 
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most likely correct that Plotinus here attacks the Platonism of Gnostic 
colleagues from the circle of his old teacher in Alexandria, Ammonius 
Saccas. These colleagues were with him in Rome around the same 
time as Porphyry (ca. 263 CE), at a time when the group focused on 
discussing the makeup of the Soul and the intelligible world, just the 
topics that occupy the bulk of Against the Gnostics.98 Therefore, the 
gulf between the Gnostic and Hellenic parties extended far beyond 
the single issue of authority, which then turned on the Christian invo
cation of Jewish seers against the speculations of the divine Plato.99 

His polemic also allows us to "thicken" the description determined 
in Chapter r of his Christian "friends." Plotinus sharply criticizes 
them for "despising" the world instead of engaging it politically,which 
in turn leads them to reject the civic cult and festivities, worship of 
"the beings received from the tradition of our fathers." 10

° Considering 
the close proximity of philosophers and sophists to political power 
(as discussed in Chapter r), his claim that the Gnostics thumbed their 
noses at current events is striking. Moreover, despite their claim that 
their teaching is philosophical (m:7ta.u5tuµtv17�), Plotinus says they are 
stupid (6.v6trro1) and that they speak like bumpkins (aypo11<1�6µEvo�), 
that is, not like Hellenes.101 What Plotinus means is not that they 
are incapable of engaging technical metaphysics (the evidence from 
Nag Hammadi, as we will see, demonstrates otherwise); rather, they 
eschew the contemporary culture of philosophy, a way of life that 
goes back to ancients like Pythagoras and that encmirages civic and 
popular cultic activity. 

The situation was exacerbated by the pseudepigraphic appeal to 
the authority of Judea-Christian antediluvian sages in their apoca
lypses. Plotinus's Gnostics seem to have adopted the auto-Oriental
izing approach of the Hermetica and the Chaldean Oracles, entirely 
rejecting Hellenic claims to primeval wisdom. Like Porphyry, Ploti
nus recognizes that their effort to alienate themselves from Hellenic 
authorities is a direct attack on the culture of Hellenic education out 
of which they came. Moreover, the very way in which they present 
their wisdom is alien to the spirit of Hellenic investigative philoso
phy:102 speaking "without proofs" (a1toOE[�E1�), the Gnostics have, in 
his eyes, earned the appellation "rustic, bumpkin" (<'iypotKo�); Celsus, 
Porphyry, and Julian all use the same term for Christians in their own 
polemics.103 "Another way of writing" would be more appropriate to 
refute them. 
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To summarize our evidence about Plotinus's Christian friends, the 
Gnostic heretics also known to Porphyry, we can say that: 

I. Unlike most sophists and philosophers in their day, they did
not participate in public life.

2. They did not identify as "Hellenes," consciously eschewing
the culture of contemporary Hellenophone intellectual life.

3. Their texts were revelatory-they did not present arguments
so much as statements validated by their ancient, Oriental,
authority.

4. Despite all this, they did claim a philosophical a'Cpecr1c;, but,
like other "auto-Orientalizers," they said it had priority over
the Greek schools.

This last feature is striking, because, as we saw at the beginning of 
Chapter 1, Philo, Tertullian, and several Gnostic authors entirely 
reject the language of aipecrn;. Instead, identification of Christianity 
as a a'tpea1c; is a staple of Christian apologetics, exemplified in Justin 
Martyr.104 This also explains why the Gnostics claimed their teach
ing was "cultured"-that is, consonant with rrmoela-and why Plo
tinus was eager to dispel this claim. What was at stake in the Ploti
nus-Gnostic controversy was the definition of philosophy itself: its 
relationship to public life, civic cult, Hellenic nationalism, and the 
provenance of the Greek intellectual tradition. Plotinus emphasizes 
consonance with each of these pockets of life; his opponents empha
size alienation from them. His old friends had become the most bitter 
of enemies, and as we turn to the Sethian literature that they read, it 
will not be difficult to see why. 
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Other Ways of Writing 

Plotinus claims that the Gnostics do not write in a philosophical style, 
and so "another way of writing" would be necessary to refute them. 
Porphyry, meanwhile, denigrates the Sethian apocalypses as "forg
eries" (nMcrµa.a.), and it seems this formed the basis of his critique 
of the Apocalypse of Zoroaster.1 Porphyry's use of the word "apoca
lypse" or "revelation" (aTIOKClAU'(lt<;) for these documents is tantaliz
ing, and at first sight straightforward: These texts were apocalypses, 
"revelations" of some sort, stories dealing with whatever kinds of 
ideas that "revelations" traffic in. Yet the apocalyptic background of 
the texts has not been studied with respect to the Platonic tradition, 
much less Plotinus's criticism. 2 In fact, there are few studies of Gnos
tic apocalypses at all. 3 This chapter will therefore unpack the techni
cal language of Plotinus and Porphyry's criticisms about "fiction," 
"forgery," and "myth," while introducing the Platonizing Sethian lit
erature itself, which is deeply embedded in the literary culture of the 
apocalypses. 

Indeed, three (of the four) Platonizing Sethian treatises-Mar
sanes, Allogenes, and Zostrianos-are apocalypses. Analysis of 
their genre and their pseudepigraphic appeal to authority reveals 
that numerous key motifs of the texts, particularly in their frame 
narratives , are common stock in contemporary Jewish and Chris
tian apocalyptic storytelling. Their cultivation of authority using 
these motifs challenges the culture of nau5Ela explored in Chapter r, 
instead employing images and authoritative figures with currency in 
Judea-Christian circles, alien to Hellenism. Finally, the Sethian texts 
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do not reject Platonic terminology about imagery, but employ it to 
articulate contemplative technique and authorize the concept of rev
elation as a perfect "image" of reality transmitted by the unknown, 
alien God to the seer. Such revelations, other ways of writing, thus 
demand to be read literally, not allegorically-another way of read
ing than we find prized by the Neoplatonists, who did not write sto
ries as much as allegorically interpret the ones they deemed to be 
good. All of this points to the need for a reevaluation of the prov
enance and targe�dience of the Platonizing Sethian literature and
the evidence of Plotinus and Porphyry. 

ANOTHER KIND OF STORY-THE SETHIAN APOCALYPSES 

As noted earlier in this book, Coptic treatises bearing the titles of 
several of the apocalypses mentioned by Porphyry in Vita Plotini 16 
were discovered among the Nag Hammadi hoard in Upper Egypt in 
1945. These treatises appear to belong to a Gnostic literary tradi
tion that spans a wider group of Nag Hammadi texts, first identi
fied and dubbed "Sethian" by Hans-Martin Schenke.4 The study of 
these Sethian treatises in the greater project of understanding the rela
tionship between Plotinus and his Gnostic friends thus brings one 
to the study of Sethian tradition, and how it may have affected the 
particular issues that were contested by these thinkers. "Sethianism" 
describes a literary tradition defined by a family resemblance of vari
ous shared features, but chiefly the veneration of Seth, the third child 
of Adam and Eve, as revelator and even savior in the context of the 
"classic" Gnostic myth recounted at the beginning of Chapter One 
and criticized by Plotinus. 5 The tradition encompasses, if not a system

of thought, a school of thought, which thus presupposes some kind 
of belief in the Gnostic myth.6 Despite occasional criticism,7 the cat
egory of "Sethianism" enjoys widespread scholarly acceptance, even 
from those who dub it instead "Classic Gnosticism" 8 or even eschew 
the term "Gnosticism" itself (thus speaking of "Sethian Christian
ity").9 It is worth pausing to discuss this tradition here, since recent 
work brings into sharp relief the fact that nearly every Sethian trea
tise, even when they are Platonizing, is an apocalypse; therefore, the 
treatises criticized by Plotinus and Porphyry possess a very specific 
literary background that deserves to be explored in full. 

One scholar of Gnosticism, John D. Turner, drew up a hypotheti
cal but widely followed "literary history" of the movement that may 
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have produced the Sethian literature.10 This history is based on a 
perceived tension between three subgroups within the Sethian cor
pus identified by Schenke: midrashic texts concerned with exegesis of 
the Paradise narrative in Genesis, texts focusing on baptism and the 
incarnation of Christ in Jesus of Nazareth, and the Platonizing texts 
full of metaphysical terminology but no speculation about the story 
of the serpent in Paradise or Jesus of Nazareth. Turner thus specu
lated that the Sethian literature offers snapshots of three phases of 
the transformation of a single Gnostic group that arose out of specu
lation on Jewish themes, was Christianized in the second century CE 
with the incorporation of Barbelo-Gnosticism (speculation about the 
Barbelo, or divine mother known to Irenaeus) and separate traditions 
about the veneration of Seth, suffered persecution at the hands of the 
proto-orthodox, and attempted to find a home among contemporary 
Platonic thinkers, like Plotinus's group.11 These later Sethians com
posed Platonizing but "pagan" apocalypses where Judeo-Christian 
motifs and ideas have been replaced with Platonic metaphysics, in 
an attempt to appeal to the philosophers.12 As we know from Ploti
nus and Porphyry themselves, the rapprochement was unsuccessful, 

but these pagan apocalypses nonetheless deeply influenced the devel
opment of Neoplatonic thought. Thus, most scholars today refer to 
the Platonizing Sethian treatises as pagan apocalypses, written with 
the aim of appealing to the philosophical sensibility of Plotinus and 
other Hellenes.13 

However, recent, groundbreaking research has forced us to recon
sider the contours of Sethian tradition, by demonstrating that the 
Jewish midrashic texts first identified as "Sethian" are not Sethian 
at all. They possess few Sethian features (including the most impor
tant one-veneration of Seth himself), and instead belong to a sepa
rate Gnostic literary tradition dealing with Adam, Eve, and the ser
pent in the Garden of Eden. Hence, they should be termed "Ophite" 
texts (Gk. ocp1<; "' "serpent").14 Much confusion, for instance, stems 
from the composite nature of one of the most famous treatises from 
this body of literature-the Apocryphon of John-which contains 
Sethian, Ophite, and Barbeloite themes.15 In attempting to shoehorn 
the entirety of this composite text with a complex source history into 
the category of Sethianism, scholarship thus obscured the distinctive 
nature of the Ophite tradition underlying sections of it. 

The distinctively apocalyptic nature of Sethian literary tradition 
was obscured, too. Once the Ophite material is set aside, Sethianism 
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is left with apocalypses and treatises containing large apocalyptic 
sections.16 The literary frame narrative governing the Apocryphon
of John is both Sethian and an apocalypse.17 The Apocalypse of
Adam, a history of the descents of Seth to save his "seed" from 
its tormentors, the rulers of the cosmos, and three of the Platoniz
ing treatises-Zostrianos, Allogenes, and Marsanes, featuring the 
ascent of a seer to disco�e secrets of the intelligible cosmos-are 
all apocalypses. The fourtl:i Platonizing treatise, the Three Ste/es of
Seth, is an ecstatic liturgy, but its scribe dubbed it an apocalypse.18 

Trimorphic Protennoia is a revelation monologue complete with its 
own miniapocalypse featuring historical eschatology. Apocalyptic 
sections also litter the Egyptian Gospel, a text that begins with cos
mogony and proceeds to a history of the seed of Seth and its rescue 
by its founder, who intervenes in various incarnations throughout 
history, before terminating in a liturgical section. The genre of the 
fragmentary Melchizedek is unclear, but this treatise seems deeply 
embedded in contemporary apocryphal traditions about the incar
nation of the eponymous, cel'estial high priest (Gen 14:18-20; Heb 
5:5-6) to battle the forces of darkness at the eschaton .19 Another 
work distantly related to Sethianism-the bizarre cosmologi
cal speculations of the Untitled Text from Codex Brucianus-and 
recent discoveries , including the Gospel of Judas and the untitled 
treatise from Codex Tchacos provisionally titled the Book of Allo
genes, are apocalypses as well.20 

Are these works "apocalypses" in name only or could one describe 
their contents as "apocalyptic" as well? Certainly most of the Sethian 
literature uses the genre of apocalypse, which "carries that title 
(arroKaAU\jiL�) for the first time in the very late first or early second 
century a.d. From then on, both title and form are fashionable, at 
least to the end of the classical period."21 John J. Collins defines the 
apocalyptic genre as "a genre of revelatory literature with a narra
tive framework, in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly 
being to a h�man recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which 
is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and 
spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural world."22 One of 
the chief virtues of this approach is its movement away from schol
arship that privileged historical and political themes in apocalyptic, 
neglecting the many apocalypses that deal more with cosmology, the 
makeup and fate of the soul, and so on.23 Other scholars have also 
emphasized the esotericism of the apoclaypses, that is, their focus on 
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the revelation of hidden wisdom and cosmological secrets. 24 As we 
will see in later chapters, Sethian tradition offers both "historical" 
and "cosmological" apocalypses. 

Even so, esotericism, eschatology, and historical change are 
merely subjects commonly discussed in ancient apocalypses , with
out defining the genre, whose content remains open. Rather, the 
genre of apocalypse is defined by function, or "what may be called 
the 'apocalyptic technique.' Whatever the underlying problem, it is 
viewed from a distinctive apocalyptic perspective. This perspective 
is framed spatially by the supernatural world and temporally by the 
eschatological judgment .... It provides a resolution in the imagi
nation by instilling conviction in the revealed 'knowledge' that it 
imparts. The function of the apocalyptic literature is to shape one's 
imaginative perception of a situation and so lay the basis for what
ever course of action it exhorts."25 All apocalypses use elements such 
as frame narrative, stock motifs, and rhetoric to make extraordinary 
claims to authority that help address any sort of crisis experienced 
by the reader, which might result from political situations, but can 
be of an abstract or, as in the case of the Sethian apocalypses, even 
philosophical nature. 26 

Pseudepigraphy is perhaps the chief device used to bolster the 
authority of an apocalypse, authorizing the claims made by the text 
while creating a sense of self-definition.27 The claim of "historical" 
apocalypses to stem from a figure of remote antiquity validates ex

eventu prophecy and creates a sense <>f providential activity that con
soles the reader.28 In the "speculative" apocalypses, the device height
ens the dynamic of concealment and revelation that lends a sense of 
gravitas. 29 Pseudepigraphy had an apologetic function, but this was 
necessarily audience-specific; not all antediluvian sages were created 
equal, at least in the Rome of the third century CE.30 The decision
to compose a treatise under the name of a "foreign" character like 
Zostrianos or Enoch, as opposed to Pythagoras, is significant, par
ticularly among thinkers such as Numenius, Plotinus, or Porphyry 
for whom Platonic Orientalism was a live issue. Sethian literature 
thus employed a specific genre that used a body of specific literary 
motifs to make vigorous claims to authority in a scholarly environ
ment where these specific claims would have been controversial. A 
close look at the Platonizing treatises' use of these motifs-literary 
traditions common to the Jewish and Christian apocalypses-will tell 
us a great deal about what kind of audience the Platonizing Sethian 
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treatises must have been intended for, and what Plotinus meant when
he said that another way of writing would be more appropriate for
refuting their readers.

ANOTHER WAY OF WRITING 

The frame narraiiv� Marsanes, Allogenes, and Zostrianos (I omit
the Three Steles of Seth, because, as a liturgical work, it has almost no
narrative to speak of) each employ stock motifs of Jewish and Chris
tian apocalypses, chief among them being the pseudepigraphic appeal
to the authority of Judeo-Christian seers. Other features are instantly
recognizable within the context of Jewish and Christian apocalyp
tic tradition, including the disposition of the seer prior to enlighten
ment, the medium of the heavenly journey, and interaction with the
revealer figure. Altogether, these traditions compose a distinctive way
of writing of its own, which seeks to authorize its message by invok
ing themes and images, familiar to readers of the apocalypses, that its
audience would have found convincing and respectable. 

Marsanes is an apocalypse insofar as a revealer delivers cosmo
logical secrets to the eponymous seer. The identity of the revealer is
not clear, but two apocalyptic literary traditions are: the emphasis on
the authority of the seer and the use of paraenesis. As discussed at
the end of Chapter r, the character "Marsanes/Marsianos" was the
protagonist of other Gnostic apocalypses, known to Epiphanius and
the author of the Untitled Treatise in the Bruce Codex. 31 Early on in
Marsanes, a "third power of the Thrice-Powered One" describes to
the seer the "silent" nature of the One beyond the One.32 After what
appears to be a visionary experience, it tells the seer, "it is necessary
[for you to know] those that are higher than these and tell them to
the powers. For you (sg. masc.) will become [elect] with the elect ones
[in the last] times."33 Marsanes himself repeatedly asserts his reve
latory authority in the text, as when he addresses the reader at the
beginning: "for I am he who has [understood] chat which truly exists,
[whether] partially or [wholly], according to difference [and same
ness]."34 Authorized to preach, Marsanes tells his readers to "[con
trol] yourselves, receive [the] imperishable seed, bear fruit, and do not
become attached to your possessions."35 Each of the Platonizing apoc
alypses has paraenesis culminating in injunctions to missionary activ
ity;36 these are common in contemporary Jewish apocalyptic texts,
such as 2 Enoch, 4 Ezra, or 2 Baruch.37
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Allogenes also exhibits the traditions of pseudepigraphic authoriza
tion via identification with a seer, reinforcement of the seer's author
ity, and paraenesis, in addition to several other common apocalyptic 
themes: the protagonist's fear, periods of preparation between reve
lation, and the practice of inscribing and burying books. The trea
tise assumes the genre (closely related to apocalypse) of a testament, 
or will, to the seer's "son," Messos. If we acknowledge that the very 
name "Allogenes" refers to the author as a Sethian, that is, one of 
"another seed," as some scholars do, then we can "indirectly impute 
patriarchal status to Allogenes," who is probably of antediluvian ori
gin.38 Other scholars simply assign him the identity of an incarnation 
of Seth himself. 39 The incipit of the narrative is unpreserved; the reader 
is immediately thrust into a revelation dialogue between the seer and 
the angel Youel, describing the makeup of Barbelo and the first prin
ciple, a "Thrice-Powered Invisible Spirit." Allogenes grows upset:40 

"I was able (to conceive of transcendent things), although I was 
clothed in flesh. [I] heard about them through you, about the teach
ing which is in them (i.e., the revelations), since the thought that is in 
me distinguished those [which] are beyond measure and the unknow
ables. Because of this, I am afraid, lest my learning has produced41 

something beyond what is fitting." And then, 0 Messes, Youel, 
the one who belongs to all the glories, said these things to me. She 
[revealed (am>,,n)] these things, and said, "No one is allowed to hear 
these things, except for the great powers alone, 0 Allogenes, (for) 
a great power has been laid upon you, that which the father of the 
entirety, the eternal, laid upon you before you came to this place, so 
that you might distinguish those things which are difficult to dis
tinguish, and so that you might understand those things which are 
unknown to the multitude, and so that you might be saved, in that 
one who belongs to you, that one who was first to save (others) and 
who does not himself need to be saved.42 

What Collins terms the "disposition of the seer" is a stock element in 
apocalypses, particularly the disposition of fear, which is met by the 
soothing words of angelic mediators.43 Allogenes skillfully applies 
the motif to the dilemma of the mystic-the problematic status of 
knowledge of what is necessarily unknowable-even while retaining 
its Jewish coloring. While the first principle of the Greek philoso
phers is unknowable, it is certainly nothing to be afraid of.44 Sirach, 
on the other hand, discourages attempts to know too much, and in 
Hekhalot literature, knowledge of the Godhead is not only forbidden 
but dangerous.45 
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Youel's response fails to "steady" Allogenes, who once again 
expresses his fears and is reassured that he is both worthy of vision 
and responsible for communicating it to others.46 The angel anoints 
and "strengthens" him. This "empowerment" of the seer by heavenly 
beings is comm(),p. to the Platonizing Sethian texts. Paralleled only 
rarely in contempbrary Platonic literature, the tradition is also clear 
in the heavenly journeys of 2 Baruch and the Apocalypse of Abra

ham, where the seer is occasionally "strengthened" by angels to ease 
the shock of the journey.47 

The discussion continues along predictably metaphysical lines, 
and, finally, Allogenes, convinced of his worthiness, prepares him
self for ascent through meditative techniques: "And when Youel, the 
one who belongs to all the glories, had said these things to me, she 
separated herself from me, leaving me. But I did not despair because 
of these words which I had heard; I contemplated myself for one hun
dred years. And I rejoiced by myself a great deal, since I was in a great 
light and a blessed path, since those, meanwhile, who I was worthy 
of seeing and then _those who I was worthy of hearing about (are) 
those whom it is fitting for the great powers alone [ ... ]."48 "Breaks" 
in between revelatory discourses are another tradition in the apoca
lypses; Ezra and Baruch fast for seven days between visions.49 The 
inordinate life span that enables Allogenes to meditate for a century 
is common to Jewish legends aboµt the patriarchs.50 Some kind of 
period of waiting between visions of "the Father" seems to be implied 
in a fragmentary passage of Marsanes. 51 It is not clear if such prac
tices involved a withdrawal from contemporary urban life to the wil
derness or understood retreat in a more metaphorical or limited fash
ion, or simply as apocalyptic literary cliche. 52 

Finally, upon his descent from the Barbelo, Allogenes is com
missioned to write a book, presumably that bearing his name: "he 
(speaker unknown) said to me, write down [those things that I] will 
tell you, arid I will remind you, for the sake of those who will be 
worthy after you. You must leave this book upon a mountain, and 
adjure a guardian: 'come, dreadful one.' And when he had said these 
things, he separated himself from me. As for me, I was full of joy, and 
I wrote down this book, which was set apart for me (to write), my 
son, Messos, so that I might reveal (6m>-.n) to you those things which 
were preached before me, and that I received first in a great silence."53 

The ancient seer's composition of a revelatory manuscript for poster
ity is one of the most common traditions in apocalyptic literature, 
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as in the Ascension of Isaiah or 2 Enoch: "give them books in your 
handwriting, and they will read them and they will acknowledge me 
as the Creator of everything. And they will understand that there is 
no other God except myself."54 The tradition showcases the esoteric 
nature of a revealed book, and explains how antediluvian texts could 
survive cataclysms or simply go unread for a long time. 55 Indeed, the 
device carries the eschatological implication that only the "last gen
eration (the author's own)" could "break the seal of the mystery" of 
God's plan; or further, it is not the generation of the author that is 
being confronted with the revealed mystery but that of the reader(s).56 

A similar constellation of apocalyptic traditions is negotiated in 
the lengthy Zostrianos, which, thanks to its relatively well-preserved 
opening and closing, offers by far the most data. It begins with the 
eponymous seer reflecting on his circumstances prior to revelation: 
"I was in the cosmos for the sake of those of my generation and those 
who would come after me, the living elect .... I preached forcefully 
about the entirety to those who had alien parts. I tried their works 
for a little while; thus the necessity of generation brought me into the 
manifest (world). I was never pleased with them, but always I sepa
rated myself from them, since I had come into being through a holy 
birth.57 And being mixed, I straightened my soul, empty of evil."58 

Frustrated with his community, he retreats and contemplates meta
physical questions alone, which eventually leads him to despair and 
a resolve to suicide, when an angel appears and intervenes. 59 The 
arrival of revelation to a seer in great emotional distress is common 
in the Jewish apocalypses.60 Then Zostrianos "instantly and exuber
antly ascended with the angel, into a great luminous cloud, 61 leav
ing my shell (1tA.acrµa) upon the earth, to be guarded by some glo
ries. And [we) were rescued from the whole cosmos, and the thirteen 
aeons that exist in it, and their angelic beings. They did not spot us, 
and their ruler (apxwv) became disturbed before [our mode of] pas
sage."62 The tradition of the ascent to heaven via cloud is also wide
spread in Jewish apocalypses.63 

The same is true �f the stealthy passage through the clutches of the 
heavenly powers, which is replicated prior to Zostrianos's reembodi
ment at the end of the t reatise, after his revelations: "Then, when I 
came down to the aeons of the [self-begotten] individuals, I received 
an [image (e1Ne)] that was pure, yet appropriate for sense-perception 
(ata011mc;). I came down to the aeonic copies (av,inmoc;) and went to 
the aetherial earth. And I wrote three wooden tablets (m'.J�oc;), leaving 
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them in knowledge (eyrNmc1c)64 for all those who would follow me,
the living elect. I came down to the perceptible world and I put on 
my image (TCDoyTr,- since it was uneducated, I strengthened it, going 
around to preach the truth to everybody. Neither the angelic beings of 
the world nor the archons saw me, for I evaded a myriad of torments 
which nearly killed me."65 This passage is obscure; it does not identify 
these steles with the text of Zostrianos itself, so they must be a sepa
rate work.66 However, writing in heaven was commonly associated in 
Jewish pseudepigrapha with Enoch's role as a divine scribe, a role at 
the root of rabbinic traditions where, transformed into Metatron, he 
sits in heav"en writing. 67 Zostrianos probably drew on this tradition, 
for, like the seer of 2 and 3 Enoch, Zostrianos has been transformed 
into an angel over the course of his heavenly journey and acquired 
supra-angelic knowledge. 68 

Meanwhile, Zostrianos's descent "invisible and unharmed" past 
a series of hostile archons is a leitmotiv of apocalyptic, Gnostic, and 
Manichaean ascent texts. In the Ascension of Isaiah the prophet wit
nesses the savior's descent to earth in a disguise, to avoid conflict with 
malevolent angels.69 ln a hymnic passage shared between the Apocry

phon of John and Trimorphic Protennoia, the figure of Protennoia, a 
female savior, descends three times.7

° For Ophites, it is a preexistent 
Jesus himself who descends.71 In The Ascension of Isaiah, the descent 
leads to his crucifixion.72 In other texts, he assumes the role of Gnos
tic initiator, teaching disciples how to navigate the path to heaven by 
using "seals" or "passwords" to gain power over malevolent archons 
and angels.73 The Manichaean Psalm-Book also features "wardens" 
(-re\wvm) whom the ascending soul must pass with the proper ver
bal offering, as obtained by the descending savior.74 In each of these 
cases, the one who descends is a savior figure.75 Zostrianos himself, 
then, appears to be not merely a seer but a savior, and perhaps even 
a Christ-figure.76 Indeed, the treatise ends with an eschatologically 
oriented sermon calling its hearers to repent and abandon the body.77

Thus the opening and closing pericopes of Zostrianos, like Alla
genes and what is extant of Marsanes, consistently and repeatedly 
employ stock literary traditions drawn from the apocalypses . It is a 
way of writing characterized by the acquisition of revelation from a 
heavenly mediator, a heavenly journey (by cloud), the composition 
of heavenly books, and paraenetic discourses, in this case concerned 
with Platonic metaphysics and a cognate ascetic practice. Perhaps 
most distinctively, it is a way of writing that uses pseudepigraphy to 
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authorize itself, donning the garb of hoary characters of Jewish antiq
uity to narrate their fantastic heavenly journeys. Not merely the sto
ries that are told but the Sethian storytellers themselves, it seems, 
presume an audience familiar with and receptive to the world of the 
Jewish and Christian apocrypha. 

ANOTHER KIND OF STORYTELLER 

Much of our evidence about Sethianism from outside the Nag Ham
madi corpus underscores the debt of this literary tradition to the 
apocalypses, the distinctive kinds of stories they tell, and the dis
tinctive storytellers they are ascribed to. Epiphanius of Salamis's evi
dence about the Sethians also shows that they routinely appealed 
to the authority of Judea-Christian figures in apocalypses;78 more
over, he employs the language of the Platonists to mock them. He 
claims that the Gnostics (or "Borborites") "forge (nAaTrnum) many 
books," with titles such as Norea, the Gospel of Eve, "books in the 
name of Seth," the Apocalypse of Adam, and the Gospel of Philip.79 

His Sethians relate a version of the tale of the Nephilim found in 
Genesis 6:r-4 and the Book of the Watchers. They also "have com
posed certain books, attributing them to great men (�l�Aouc; &t nva.c; 
o-uyypacpovTEc; t� 6v6µa.wc; µqaAWV av<'ipwv): they say there are seven 
books attributed to Seth; other different books they entitle Foreign

ers (AHoyevE°ic;); another they call an Apocalypse Attributed to 

Abraham (t� 6v6µa.wc; A�pa.aµ ... an:oKaAU'l'tv); others attributed to 
Moses; and others attributed to other figures."80 "The Archontics," 
continues Epiphanius, "have forged their own apocrypha {oUTOL <'it 
oµolwc; �i�Xouc; ta.uw1c; tnXa.awypaq>11aav Ttvm; anoKpvq>ouc;)," includ
ing books of "the Foreigners" (wic; iUXoyevtm Ka.Xouµtvo1c;) and an 
Ascension of Isaiah, probably that known today. 81 

The Archontics also had a tradition about a certain "Marsanios" 
who was "snatched up" into heaven, as discussed in Chapter r.82 Pis

tis Sophia in the Askew Codex refers to a revelation dialogue between 
Jesus and Enoch in Paradise, resulting in the latter's composition of 
a book of mysteries, the Books of ]eu (probably those preserved in 
the Bruce Codex), which is protected by the archon "Kalapatauroth" 
so that it might survive the deluge.83 In an unfortunately fragmen
tary passage, the Sethian text Melchizedek mentions Enoch along 
with Adam and Abel. 84 Finally, the Cologne Mani Codex85 lists sev
eral apocalypses, with similar titles, circulating in the community of 
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Mani's childhood: an "Apocalypse of Adam," "Apocalypse of Sethel," 
"Apocalypse -ef.-E!iosh," "Apocalypse of Shem," and "Apocalypse of 
Enoch."86 Significantly, the entire catalogue is motivated by the need 
to recall past revelations, presumably accepted by the target audience, 
in order to validate the revelations of Mani himself. 87 

The Platonizing Sethian apocalypses of Nag Hammadi all make 
similar appeals to the authority of individuals within Jewish and 
Christian tradition.88 Marsanes, Nicotheus, and Allogenes are all fig
ures of Judeo-Christian provenance; only the name of "Zostrianos" 
is in itself ideologically neutral, since Hellenes, Jews, and Christians 
alike lay claim to the figure of his close relative Zoroaster.89 Given 
the pedigree of their nomenclature and the total absence of Helleniz
ing features that would have appealed to readers steeped in the Sec
ond Sophistic and Neopythagoreanism, it is difficult to imagine that 
the pseudepigraphic device was used in Sethian apocalypses as an 
apologetic appeal to Hellenes. 90 The frame narratives of Allogenes 

and Marsanes are not entirely clear, but their apocalyptic personages 
and rhetoric both are very much in line with that of Zostrianos, and 
were recognized as such by Porphyry. Sethian pseudepigraphy associ
ates the texts with figures populating Jewish and Christian apocry
pha, who served in the worlds of Roman Judaism and Christianity as 
repositories of the ancient scribal culture of the Near East. 

While there are messianic and prophetic elements to the personali
ties of our Platonizing seers, they are above all sages, scholars steeped 
in sapiential and philosophical lore.91 As J. Z. Smith argues, "apoca
lypticism," featuring these sages, "is a learned rather than a popular 
religious phenomenon. It is widely distributed throughout the Medi
terranean world and is best understood as part of the inner history 

of the tradition within which it occurs rather than as a syncretism." 92 

Apocalyptic literature, whether historical or speculative, was pro
duced by individuals within groups that had their own religious iden
tities and attendant jargon and rhetorical motifs. 

In the case of the Platonizing Sethian texts, such traditions are 
those of Jewish and Christian "scribal phenomena." Recipients of 
vision, such as Daniel, Ezra, Baruch, and especially Enoch are all 
described as scribes in their apocalypses.93 The Sethian texts are thus 
invested with the worldview of Mesopotamian scribal culture, which 
saw an "interlocking totality" of phenomena that could be inter
preted through cataloging them in lists and analyzing them as indica
tive of divine activity.94 Yet these catalogues of natural phenomena are 
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replaced, in the Sethian literature , by equally repetitive lists of heav
enly beings and metaphysical jargon. Nonetheless, the Sethian sages 
are clearly designed to appear as scribal figures who possess, by unver
ifiable means (e.g., ascents, dreams, visions), superior wisdom and 
authority.95 

What entitles the sage to this special knowledge is also largely con
tingent on cultural background. loan Couliano distinguishes between 
three types of heavenly journeys:96 

r. "Call" or "elective" apocalypses {merit based): unknown in
Greek literature but ubiquitous in Judeo-Christian literature.

2. "Accidental" experiences, where the heavenly journey fol
lows some calamity that leads to a revelatory near-death
experience. There is only one Jewish apocalypse in this type
(3 Bar.), but it is the predominant form of Greek apocalypse
(Myth of Er, etc.)

3. "Quest apocalypses," where the protagonist must employ spe-
cial techniques in the pursuit of wisdom.

Judeo-Christian sages, such as those associated with Sethian tradi
tions, are nearly always "elect" (type r), invested by God himself with 
authority, at times resulting in quasi-worship of the seer.97 A good 
example is Mani himself, in a letter to Edessa {italics mine): "The 
truth and the secrets which I speak about-and the laying on of hands 
which is in my possession-not from men have I received them nor 
from fleshly creatures, not even from studies in the scriptures ... by 
His (the Father's) grace, He pulled me from the council of the many 
who do not recognize the truth and revealed (arrEKCLAU'ljlE) to me his 
secrets and those of the undefiled father and of all the cosmos. He 
disclosed to me how I was before the foundation of the world, and 
how the groundwork of all the deeds, both good and evil, was laid, 
and how everything of [this] aggregation was engendered [according 
to its] present boundaries and [times]."98 Such extraordinary claims 
to authority are a hallmark of the apocalyptic genre, participating in 
the greater trend under the early Roman Empire to search for some 
kind of esoteric, "higher" knowledge.99 There are a variety of tra
ditions common to the genre that express these claims, and as dis
cussed above, many of these are present in the Sethian apocalypses.100 

Together, they constitute a peculiar "register," a way of writing that 
strongly contrasts not just with sapiential literature but with the tone 
and idiom of Greek philosophy.101 
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Altogether, the remarkable claims to authority made in apocalyp
tic literature, advanced by means of narrative traditions and pseude
pigraphic authorship, are designed to quell any doubts a potential 
reader may have about the topic at hand, whatever it might be.102 

Christopher Rowland remarks that this rhetoric tries to create a sense 
of "unmediated" or "direct" access to knowledge, but all apoca
lypses actually are transmitted (i.e., mediated) by an otherworldly fig
ure.103 What he seems to mean is that the "apocalyptic technique" is 
designed to assure the reader of the complete veracity of a worldview 
or set of propositions. While it is indeed mediated by narrative devices 
and characters, this- worldview or conceptual set is assigned a truth 
value that is entirely positive, pure, and undistilled. In the context 
of 4 Ezra and other apocalypses that deal with historical issues, this 
technique is consoling. In the context of Platonic epistemology, it is an 
extraordinary subversion of ordinary means of accessing knowledge. 

WHAT IS A GOOD STORY? 

Plotinus charges the Sethian apocalypses with being "fictions," 
TIAacrµai:a; Porphyry uses the same word, with the sense of "forgery." 
In the context of Middle Platonism, the use of frame narrative, devel
oped characters, and supernatural mythologoumena set the Sethian 
apocalypses in the realm of "fictions" (1tAacrµam), together with 
"myths." The Platonizing treatises' use of the genre "apocalypse" is 
radical, because most Platonists of the period did not compose fiction 
or myths: they interpreted them, usually with allegory. This method 
was warranted by a Platonic epistemology that interpreted images as 
faulty, shadowy representations of heavenly realities. The philosophi
cal-contemporaries of the authors of the Sethian texts did think sto
ries (myths) or fiction could "be good" (i.e., contain truths), but only 
if they were interpreted properly-that is, under the aegis of nm&ia, 
following training in philosophy and cult. 

The association of storytelling, narrative, or "myth" (µu0oc;) with 
fiction or "fabrication" (nAa.aµa} goes back to the Presocratics. The 
words µu0oc; and Myoc; had startlingly different meanings in Epic 
Greek: µu0oc; indicated effective, truthful, intimidating speech with 
masculine coloring; Myoc; indicated similarly effective, but slippery 
and deceitful speech highlighted with feminine tones.104 Empedocles 
and Parmenides associated the forceful claims of µu0oc; with unverifi
able explanations of mysterious phenomena: the postmortem fate of 
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the soul, metaphysics, and cosmogony.105 This complex of ideas sur
rounding storytelling first becomes associated with the term 1t11.o.crµa. in 
Democritus: "some people, not knowing about the dissolution of mor
tal nature, having come to know all too well the evil-doing in everyday 
life, suffer throughout their lifetime from troubles and fears, fabri
cating falsehoods in the form of myths (\jleu<'lt:a. ... µu001t11.acr-rfov-rec;) 
about the time that lies beyond death."106 

Plato departs from his forebears (and followers) by eschewing the 
language of 1tAo.crµa in the context of forged narratives, for two rea
sons.107 First, to simply identify poetic myths as fabricated or made 
up does not suffice for his purposes; he wants to show exactly how 
representation of all sorts is removed from the real. Second, his chief 
target is Homer, who does not use the word 1t11.6.aµa. to talk about 
such images but dow;\ov and EiKwv.108 Thus, when Plato talks about 
storytellers and poets, he refers not to µu0on;\a.crfovi:ec;. Instead, he 
uses compounds involving µ08oc; and Hyw ("speaking").109 Fabrica
tion is an issue for Plato, but he uses the verb noLEW ("to make") and 
its compounds to associate it with µ00oc;.11° 

There is no single discussion of imagery and fabrication in Plato, 
but a general picture of his views about them (followed in the later 
Platonic tradition, as we will see) can be drawn.111 In the famous 
criticism of poetry as a form of second-order imitation (µiµ11cnc;) in 
Republic book X, Plato argues that any e'Cow;\ov ("reflection," "repre
sentation") is a mere imitation of a faulty likeness of reality, and thus 
is twice removed from it.112 In the Sophist, it is distinguished from 
the EiKwv, which, bound with "likeness" is only once removed. As the 
Stranger says, "images" are "like" (e[K6c;) but "other" (e-repov), as dis
tinguished from mere "fantastic likenesses" (cpav-ro.crµa-ra), associated 
with ·"reflections" (ei'.ow;\a) that only appear to resemble reality but 
actually do not.113 

However, EiKova are not simply valorized images as opposed to 
"bad" reflections; while they are less false, they are still removed from 
reality.114 In the Statesman, for instance, they are unfavorably con
trasted with napaoElyµa-ra ("models"): "it is a hard thing," says the 
Stranger, "to demonstrate any of the more important subjects with
out using models. It looks as if each of us knows everything in a kind 
of dreamlike way, and then again is ignorant of everything when as 
it were awake."115 Plato goes on to describe the use of models for 
the process of protracted comparison and sorting out real difference 
and similarity. Images (£lK6va) are formed by a similar process, but 
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do not reveal any structural similarity between compared objects.116 

Indeed, they are only "like" their referents, shadows of real things.117 

Yet elsewhere, Plato acknowledges that it is necessary to use images 
or metaphors in a heuristic, albeit problematic, fashion. 118 When Plato 
employs didactic images, they do not stand on their own as accu
rate representations of reality but rather provide a foothold for one 
attempting to grasp it.119 In the context of myth, this foothold is not 
cognitive: rather, poetry's utility lies in the response that it elicits in 
the cupidic faculty (tm8uµ[a) of the hearers or readers that allows 
them to gloss over the disparity between the image and reality.120 

Storytelling is thus useful for teaching individuals who cannot or 
will not accept philosophical methods and truths, such as children or 
the uneducated.121 As recognized by the Presocratics, it is also useful 
for positing unv�rifiable theses about things like gods, demons, the 
afterlife, and figures of the distant past.122 Yet Plato sometimes acts 
as if he is able to verify myths, saying that some are true, some false, 
as at the beginning of Socrates' eschatological speech in the Gorgias: 

"give ear then-as they put it-to a very fine account. You'll think 
that it is a mere tale (µii8ov), I believe, although I think it is a trust
worthy account (A6yov), for what I'm about to say I will tell you is 
true."123 He goes on to explain how Zeus decreed that souls would be 
judged· by his dead sons, Minos, Rhadamanthus, and Aeacus "in the 
meadow, at the three-way crossing from which the two roads go on, 
the one to the Isles of the Blessed and the other to Tartarus .... This, 
Callicles, is what I've heard, and I believe that it is true." At the story's 
end, he adds, "maybe you think this account is told as an old wives' 
tale (µii8o<;), and you feel contempt for it. And it certainly wouldn't 
be a surprising thing to feel contempt for it if we could look for and 
somehow find one better and truer than it." 124 

The principle here seems to be that a narrative cannot be veri
fied on its own terms, but can be verified according to the degree to 
which it resembles a "true account" that is philosophically reached.125 

(Plato implies as much in the Republic, where the poets are accused 
of giving "a bad image of what the gods and heroes are like, the way 
a painter_ does whose picture is not at all like the things he's trying 
to paint. "126 In both cases, the informed hearer of poetry or viewer
of paintings has access to the real thing.) It is thus that Plato's own 
eschatological myths come at the end of a dialogue to provide a parae
netic edge to the philosophical arguments that precede them.127 They 
function on the level of images (eiK6va), since they are only likenesses 
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of the true, that is, scientific, discourse.128 (Indeed, the latter is a crite

rion, or model, of the former-not the other way around!) Similarly, 
Plato in the Timaeus refers to his cosmogonic story as a merely "likely 
(Ei1<wc;) story" no less than seven times and can only justify assent to 
it, as in the Gorgias, on the basis of an ostensible lack of alternative 
accounts.129 Other images used in his myths are treated with similar 
reserve or irony, justified by the need for paraenesis.130 

For Plato, then, even the "best" kind of story-eschatological, 
paraenetic myths-are clearly not meant to be read as literal truths. 
Instead, they are, at best, distorted representations of truths; still less 
accurate (and so less "good"} are the reflections that imitate these; 
finally, the stories of the epic poets merely imitate reflections, and 

so are thrice removed from the Forms. As with the Presocratics, the 
function of all myths, whether epic or philosophical, is twofold: to 
provide information about cosmogony and eschatology and to stir 
an emotional reaction in the audience to command assent to the doc
trines therein. Thus, while storytelling occupies a central and nec
essary place in his philosophy, they are also subordinate to logical 

argumentation: the truth value of mythical reflections is determined 
by their agreement with philosophical doctrine, while that of the Pla
tonic narratives themselves is incumbent on it. Since Plato's analysis 
of myth and poetry is dominated by his broader interest in the epis
temology of representation (i.e., the relationship of imitation to the 
Forms), rather than the concrete truth-value of that which is repre
sented (i.e., the historical value of a story), he generally eschews the 
language of fabrication (nMcrµa).131 In this respect, he is, ironically, 
exceptional in the Platonic tradition, for later speculations would 
incorporate his terminology and critique of imagery into their discus
sions of mythoplasty. 

HOW TO READ A STORY 

Apart from Epicurean critique of Plato's myths, 132 interest in his brand 
of eschatological, paraenetic storytelling disappears from Greek phil
osophical literature until Plutarch.133 However, Plutarch incorporates 

the growing trend of allegorization into his philosophy of myth as 
well.134 He dryly observes that "some commentators forcibly distorted
these stories through what used to be termed 'deeper meanings (-raic; 
naAm µtv imovolau;)', but are nowadays called 'allegorical interpreta
tions (6.H1wop[mc; 8e vuv AEyoµtvmc;)."'135 He refers to the penchant of 



Other Ways of Writing 

Stoic thinkers to read classical Greek myths as scientific descriptions 

of natural phenomena encoded in "fabrications" (TTA.6.crµo:ra) consist
ing of poetry and etymological puns.136 Plutarch dearly sees this as a 

good way to read a story, since he employs it himself, aiming to reveal 

metaphysical realities and defend the integrity of the traditional cult , 

as in his famous work On Isis and Osiris:137 

These stories (i.e., about Isis and Osiris) do not, in the least, resem
ble the sort of loose fictions and frivolous fabrications (µu0Ei,µamv 
apaioTc; Kai cSta1<evo1c; nMcrµaow) which the poets and writers of 
prose generate .... Rather, these accounts contain narrations of 
cer tain puzzling events and experiences (nvac; cmopiac; Kal na0wv 
Otljy�m:1c;) .... Just as the rainbow, according to the account of the 
mathematicians, is a reflection of the sun, and owes its many hues 
to the withdrawal of our gaze from the sun and our fixing it on the 
cloud, so the somewhat fanciful accounts here set down are but 
reflections of some true tale which turns back our thoughts to other 
matters (oihwc; 6 µu0oc; tvmu0a Myou ,1voc; i!µcpacric; tcr,1v uvaKAliiv.oc; 
en'aUa ,�v cStavo1av); their sacrifices plainly suggest this.138 

While Plutarch distinguishes narrative from poetry, he describes it 
as a fabrication, as did the Stoics, yet goes further by incorporat

ing Plato's language of imagery. Plutarch consistently uses the verb 

nA6.aoeL:V to denote fabrication and forgery, throughout his corpus.139 

Plutarch's use of the term EiKwv is hardly uniform; his text gives many 

examples of its use' in the aesthetic, poetic, metaphysical, and reli
gious spheres .140 One also observes the use of language about imagery 

to denote a problematic, but necessary, reflection of reality.141 Myth, 
meanwhile, is usually assigned a relatively inferior truth value lower 
than discussion (61�yrimc;).142 Plutarch would be followed by the Pla
tonic tradition in stressing that while myth, and imagery in general, 
is defective and must be interpreted through the lens of philosophy, 

storytelling is also tliefirst step in the path to reality:143 "a myth aims 

at being a false tale, resembling a true one." 144 One must then read

stories and interpret myths, but correctly, using allegory, as when 
defending the otherwise senseless rituals of idolatry.145 Both his rea

soning and terminology are paralleled by his contemporary, Philo, 
defending Genesis's account of creation.146 

Plutarch was particularly interested in the myths of Plato, not 
merely as an interpreter but as an imitator.147 He is unique among 
ancient writers in having followed Plato by composing his own escha

tological tales.148 As with so many of Plato's dialogues , the narrative is
displaced; accounts that are secondhand are often third-rate, a device 
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that mirrors the Platonic emphasis on images as displaced from reality, 
as emphasized in On the Divine Vengeance.149 When Plutarch comes 
to relate the account of "Thespesius," he cautions his interlocutors 
(and readers) thus: "I fear you would take it for a mere story; I con
fine myself accordingly to what is likely (6Kvw ot µ� cpavft µu0oc; uµ1v. 
µ6vov ou xpwµm ,(ii EiK<m)." 150 In On the Daimon of Socrates, Plu
tarch aligns the problematic but important status of myth with that 
of revelation: it must be acknowledged, but only becomes part of phil
osophical discourse once the discursive faculties are exhausted. For 
example, Galaxidorus claims that Socrates' philosophy had "more of 
the true philosophic stamp, choosing that simplicity and sincerity (,o 
acpt:Atc; TOUTO Kal o.nXacrrov) of his for its manliness and great affinity to 
truth .... (Socrates) took philosophy, left by Pythagoras and his com
pany to a prey of phantoms, fables, and superstition (cpaoµa-rwv OE Kai 
µu0wv Kal &1auSmµoviac;), and by Empedocles in a wild state of exalta
tion, and trained her to face reality with steadfast understanding, as 
it were, and to rely on sober reason (Xoyq, v�q,ov-r1) in the pursuit of 
the truth."151 Later on, Simmias contrasts "myth and fiction" (µii0oc;, 
nXaoµa) with "argument" (A6yoc;). Yet storytelling is not a bankrupt 
level of discourse: Theocritus replies, "myths, too, despite the loose 
(aKpt�wc;) manner in which they do so, have a way of reaching the 
truth (\jfaut:1 ,�c; CIAT]0t:ia<;)." 152 However, this problematic method of 
indexing the truth through faulty images is only a last resort, once 
philosophizing has reached a deadlock. Thus, after relating the Myth 
of Timarchus, Simmias says, you "have the story along with the argu
ment (µe-ra TOU A6you -rov µii0ov)." 153 

What, then, is the point of composing myths for a philosophical 
dialogue? Plutarch, like Plato, wishes to have an effect on the read
ers that changes their behavior.154 They also agree in evaluating the 
truth value of myth according to its agreement with tenets previously 
reached by philosophical methods and in only relating myths them
selves following, not prior to, an argument. For Plutarch as for Plato, 
then, storytelling is an essential part of philosophical discourse;155 

yet while it does not simply adorn dialectic, myth is subordinate to it. 
With Plotinus, meanwhile, it seems that we are distant from the 

literary approach of Plato and Plutarch.156 Plotinus never refers to 
Homer by name, rarely invokes the deities of Olympus, and mostly 
ignores the myths of Plato, whose truth value does not seem to be dis
tinct from poetry.157 Most importantly, Plotinus tells no stories him
self. Yet he had an idea of the right way to read a story, allegorizing 
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a variety of tales and symbols, employing the same technical vocabu
lary as his predecessors.158 He considered the ideas yielded by alle
gory to be reached in a somewhat arbitrary fashion, but argued that 
allegorical narration is useful for rendering atemporal truths compre
hensible to temporally bound beings like ourselves.159 Myths are, his
torically speaking, false and ultimately disposable; the image is aban
doned by the seeker once united with the silent God.160 However, they 
are a necessary step in the road to unification. 

A salient example is the allegorization of Hesiod's myth of the cas
tration of Kronos, a favorite target for critics and rallying point for tra
ditionalists.161 While he sometimes followed Plutarch and Numenius 
by referring myths to the fate of the soul, Plotinus here fixed the refer
ence point to the intelligibles themselves, equating Ouranos with the 
One, Kronos with the Intellect, and Zeus with the Soul.162 The violent 
imagery of the story describes the screeching halt that ontogenesis must 
reach if potentiality is to attain some kind of stability during actualiza
tion-only then is a vision of and return to the One possible.163 While 
Plotinus did'.·not employ these mythical figures often or even consis
tently, he vigorously defended the basis of their usefulness-the integ
rity of Nature, Soul, and Intellect-as, in turn, images of their immedi
ate source, a chain of images that leads back to absolute unity: 

He (Zeus) says that it was not without purpose that he came forth 
from his father; for his other universe must exist, which has come 
into being beautiful, since it is an image of beauty; for it is utterly 
· unlawful that there should be no beautiful image (0eµrrov eix6va)
of beauty and reality. This image imitates its archetype (µtµEiTat 6q
TD apxtnmov) in every way .... (It) is not the product of art (Texvn), 
but every natural image (q>uO£L £iKwv) exists as long as its archetype 
is there. For this reason, those are not right who destroy the world 
of images while the intelligible abides, and bring it into being as if its 
maker never planned to make it. For they do not want to understand 
how this kind of making (11ot11oew<;) works, that as long as that higher 
reality gives its light, the rest of things can never fail; they are there 
as long as it is there; but it always was and will be. We must use these 
(i.e., temporal) words because we are compelled to signify (miµaivetv) 
our meaning.164 

Hadot is ·probably right to see here an attack on Gnostic mod
els of genesis (the passage occurs halfway into the anti-Gnostic 
Grofsschrift). Plotinus strikingly chooses to explain the origins of 
the world, an imperfect but necessary image of the perfect realities, 
not by rejecting a Gnostic myth of cosmic catastrophe but instead by 
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allegorizing a Hesiodic one, the history of divine revolts .165 Similar 
charges are leveled later in the Grogschrift, in Against the Gnostics. 

In response to the Gnostic doctrine of Sophia creating in remem
brance of the evvma-a passage closely paralleled in Zostrianos (as 
discussed in Chapter 1)-Plotinus focuses on imagery. The Gnostics 
say that the soul illuminates matter, creating a "reflection" (e'(6wAov) 
in matter, and they "fabricate a reflection of the reflection" (ei6wAou 
d6w;\.ov rcMoav-n:c;) identified with the demiurge.166 He meets this 
with a barrage of questions: "Why did the demiurge not make the 
universe at the same time as it illuminated, instead of waiting for 
the production of reflection (,wv el6wAwv) .... How did matter, 
when it was illuminated, make psychic, instead of corporeal, reflec
tions (ei6wAa \j/UX1Ka)? ... Is this reflection (eiowAov) a substance, 
or, as they say, a 'thought' (evv61iµa)? ... And why was there still 
any need to introduce into their system the maker of the universe 
derived from matter and reflection (DAI]<; Kai elowAou)? ... This is 
pure fiction (TTAaoµa)." 167 Plotinus not only uses the term d6w;\.ov to 
refer to a lower reflection of higher reality but associates the word 
closely with the Gnostic account, as opposed to his description of 
the Hesiodic myth displaying the three hypostases as higher-order 
"images" (EiKova).168 (Recall Plato's own subordination of reflection 
to image-see Figure 2.) 

It is particularly striking given the association of reflection elsewhere 
in the Enneads, particularly with imagination (again, as in Plato) and 
the descent of the soul into matter, one of his central topics of disagree
ment with the Gnostics.169 As with Plutarch, the universe is instead an 
image (eiKwv)-problematic, but necessary for obtaining knowledge of 
the intelligibles and, in Plotinus, for the procession of Being itself.170 

Moreover, Plotinus's aggressive use of the terminology of fabrication 
(TTA<ioµa) to disparage the Gnostic account of creation parallels the 
usage of Plutarch. While the term is used to describe the Pandora 
myth, which he believes indicates true things, it also has a dispar
aging sense elsewhere in the Enneads.171 As Edwards argues, Ploti
nus considers that "this image the 'Gnostics' themselves bring into 
being ... is the false child which the human demiurge is bound to 
conceive. As the makers of their own Demiurge, they are seen to be at 
three removes from the Real." 172 

By accusing the Gnostics of fabricating myths and forging their 
documents, Plotinus and Porphyry thus tried to undercut the apoca
lypses' claim to the authority of ancient Mesopotamian scribes and use 
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Plato 

Ta 0VTa = Reality 

elxwv = image of reality (Plato's own 
myths) 

e'iow>..ov = reflection of reality 
( cpav-racrµa-ra) 

µiµ17mi; dow).ou = imitation of 
a reflection of reality (poetry, myth) 

Plotinus 

The One 

ElKwv = image of the First Principle ,. 
the Intelligible Triad 

ELOWAOV = earthly reflections of 
the intelligible; handiworks, etc. 

µlµ!]crti; e!ow).ou (poetry, myth) = 
Ei0wAou Eiow).ov {Gnostic myth)= 
rrMoµa 

Figure 2. Synopsis of the Epistemological Status of Image and Fabrication 
in Plato and Plotinus 

language that assigns a necessarily low truth value to the narratives, 
specifically, that of poetic imitation of reflection (three removes from 
the real) rather._ than images ·(one remove, like the myths of Plato and 
Plutarch). The heritage of this language is that of Greek literary criti
cism, which sought to identify stories and poetry as flawed, human 
fabrications that may resemble truths, but are not in themselves true. 
As the Presocratics and Plato realized, this did not entirely negate the 
usefulness of poetry and stories; rather, it required alternative read
ing strategies that privileged philosophical argumentation (A6yoc;) as a 
criterion for truth. Myths themselves, then, could not be read literally, 
but required interpretation under this criterion. Plutarch, Plotinus, and 
others were in agreement with Plato on this, but went beyond him in 
employing the strategy of allegory to reinterpret myths with currency 
in contemporary popular cult and literature. It is only with Iamblichus 
(ca. 300 CE), followed by Proclus, that literal and allegorical readings 
are simultaneously affirmed for the same narrative. 

In the Platonic schools of the second and third centuries CE, then, 
philosophers did not read mythical narratives as depic ting historical 
or literal truths, but decoded their scrambled images to reach supe
rior, non-narratival representations of reality. Even when a philoso
pher such as Plutarch or Dio Chrysostom composed his own myths, 
these were couched in language exhorting the reader not to take them 
as depicting the reality themselves.173 ln other words, later Platonists 
usually did not write stories, but they had techniques for reading the 
best ones well. There are instances of metaphysical poetry, but they 
are rare.174 More importantly, these cases are philosophical prose put 
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to verse, distinct from narratives. They are not stories. More specifi

cally, they are not apocalypses. 

ANOTHER KIND OF READER 

The narrative structure of the Platonizing treatises houses philosophi
cal discourses in the literal terms of an ongoing process of revela
tion, complete with heavenly ascent and ecstatic visions. This narra
tive structure is not, as for the Neoplatonists, a scrambled reflection 
or image, expressed in temporal terms per the needs of temporally 
bounded language, which can be decoded to represent eternal truths. 
Instead, it is a bald assertion of the literal authority of the text and its 
contents, which have been expressed perfectly clearly at a particular 
moment in time, that is, the reception of revelation from a heavenly 
being. Since these heavenly beings are inhabitants of the Barbelo, they 
dwell among and thus have direct access to the Forms. Hence , they 
issue a discourse that is neither a reflection nor an image or likeness of 
real things but an accurate description of the realities in themselves, 
a description transcribed by the authorized seer and passed on to the 

reader. A glance at the use of the language associated with "imagery" 
in Zostrianos and Allogenes shows that that they employ the apoca
lyptic technique in a Platonic context to make an exceptionally strong 
truth claim as to the bare, literal truth of the metaphysical pronounce
ments contained in the text .175 Not only are they the wrong kind of 
stories, related by alien storytellers, but they demand another kind of 
reader than the allegorizing Platonists. 

Before making his heavenly journey, Allogenes receives a revela
tion describing the permutations of the aeon of the Barbelo, the first 
emanation of the transcendent first principle, known as the Invis
ible Spirit. This figure-known as the Mother in the myth related 
in Chapter 1-is roughly equivalent in the Platonizing treatises to 
the hypostasis of Intellect in Neoplatonic thought, while the Invis

ible Spirit essentially obtains the status of the transcendent One. The 
four Platonizing treatises refer to this Spirit's three "powers" in terms 
of the Neoplatonic triad of the principles Being, Life, and Intellect: 
Existence, Vitality, and lntellectuality.176 Another feature distinctive 
to these texts is their subdivision of the Barbelo into three aeons
the Kalyptos (Ka.Xumo,, "hidden"), Protophanes (npw-rocpa.v�,, "ini
tial manifestation"), and Autogenes (a.irrnyev�<;, "self-begotten"). 
(For an illustration of the structure of the intelligible world in these 
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treatises, see below, Chapter 5, Figure 3.) These subaeons also repre
sent moments in the activity of the Intellect, snapshots of its identity 
as self-contemplated Intellect (akin to voii<; VOTJTO<; in Plotinus), con
templating Intellect (voii<; voepoc;), and finally the demiurgic, discur
sive Intellect (voii<; c'ilavoouµevo<;).m 

The metaphor of photographs is an apt one, because Allogenes 

describes these subaeons as perfectly accurate images: Barbelo "pos
sesses the copies (,uno<;) and forms (d8o<;) of those who truly (ovtw<;) 
exist, the image (el1<wv) of Kalyptos." It "bears the noetic male Pro
tophanes like an image (K2>..T2>.. oyi1KroN)." It "has the divine Auto
genes like an image." 178 The unfolding of the thrice powered as an 
actualized image of the Invisible Spirit that lends the Barbelo its 
activity is described in similar terms in Zostrianos: "and the whole, 
perfect, simple, and invisible Spirit was a Unity (HiiToymT), Thrice
Powered, simple in Substance (unap�L<;) and Activity (evtpyEta), an 
Invisible [Spirit], an [image (ehcwv)] of that which truly (ovtw<;) 
exists, the One, !"179 It is thus really an image of the invisible (Spirit, 
that is), since the One does not "receive form (µopqi�)"; rather, it is 
a kind of metaform, a "form of a form (e1Ae2>.. iioye1Ae2>..), a "form of 
the Activity that exists." 180 

The idea that the intelligible world is a mere image of the ineffa
ble first principle is standard Platonism, particularly strongly articu
lated by Plotinus.181 Yet the Sethian texts here describe the permu
tations of the Barbelo aeon not as images of descending quality but 
as perfect images. Moreover, they mythologize these permutations, 
assigning each a myriad of inhabitants, such as the "luminaries" 
of the Autogenes and Protophanes aeons. Even the Barbelo herself 
is said to "rejoice" before her source, the Invisible Spirit, and to 
"empower" someone before her, issuing an ecstatic doxology.182 In 
Plotinus or -his Greek contemporaries, such a statement would have 
to be read allegorically. 

However, Zostrianos and Allogenes part ways with their philo
sophical contemporaries-and each other-on how one interacts 
with these images on a practical level. After :Zostrianos is rebuked 
by the "angel of knowledge," as described above, he begins his heav
enly ascent: "And then I knew the power that existed in me, that it 
was set over the darkness, because all light was in its possession. I 
was baptized there. And I received the likeness (eme) of the glories 
there, becoming like one of them,183 passing out from the aetherial 
(earth] ([K21.i] N2>..Hp), 184 traversing the impressions (av,[nmoc;) of the 
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aeons, having washed there seven times with living water, once for 
each [of the] aeons." 185 

This reception of the "image of the glories" via heavenly baptism 
triggers his transformation into an angel.186 The Platonic epistemol
ogy of imagery is assimilated to a Sethian practice: the seer's shedding 
of the false image of the body for progressively more primordial, true 
images in ascent. Thus, once Zostrianos finishes his revelation dis
courses, he receives "a [likeness (e1N€)] that was pure, yet appropriate 
for sense-perception (afoflriou;)"-something that should be strictly 
impossible in a Platonic context. He then composes his heavenly 
books and descends past the aetherial sphere, whence "I put (back) 
on my visible form (ToymT), which was unlearned, empowering it and 
walking around preaching the truth to everyone." 187 

Allogenes focuses instead on the practice of meditation. The angel 
Youd visits the seer, imparting on the earth revelation about the intel
ligible: "This is so because of the third silence of Intellectuality and 
the second undivided activity which appeared in the First Thought 
(tO)opn tteNNot.1..), that is, the Aeon of Barbelo, together with the indi
visible by188 the divisible likenesses (!Ne MTirnO)), and the Thrice-Pow
ered One and the nonsubstantial Substance (t�yn.1..p"J.1c NNQ.ToyctQ.)."189 

This knowledge is apparently conditioned by Intellectuality, the third 
activity of the Thrice-Powered as instantiated in Barbelo. The indi
visible is manifested by means of divisible likenesses, or images. As 
mentioned above, Allogenes grows afraid that his knowledge extends 
beyond proper bounds. Nonetheless, he prepares himself for one hun
dred years, is taken out of the body, and receives a revelation from 
"luminaries of the virgin male, Barbelo," which deals, first, with 
these "divisible likenesses." 

Allogenes is told not to be afraid, but to "withdraw" (avaxwpEiv) 

to the Substance (il11ap�1c;), "and you shall find it standing and at rest, 
like a likeness of (1<:.1..T6 nme)190 the one who is truly (ov,wc;) at rest
and embraces everything silently and inactively (i.e., the Invisible 
Spirit). "191 Then he will receive a "primary revelation of The Unknow
able One, that one who, if you were to know him, be un-knowing of 
him!" They continue: "If you become afraid in that place, withdraw 
to the back, because of the activities (evepycta); and when you become 
perfect there, still yourself; according to the copy (-n'.moc;) that is in 
you. Know thus that it exits in everything, according to this form 
(cHoT)." 192 Allogenes "listens to the Blessedness," and standing "not
firmly but still," withdraws to the Vitality; there, "I saw an eternal, 
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intellectual (voEp6v) undivided motion that belongs to all the formless 
(<>-T61Aoc) powers, unlimited by bestowing limit.193 And when I wanted 
to stand firmly, I withdrew (avaxwpEiv) to the Substance (ilnap�t<;) 
that I had found standing and at rest as an image and likeness (K<>-Til.. 
oyr1KrnN MN oyeme) of what I was cloaked in194 by a revelation of the 
indivisible, and that one who is at rest." 195 The noetic movement expe
rienced during meditation is here described in terms of adopting a 
stillness, an image qf existence, which is in turn an image of divin
ity, preparing the seer for the "Primary Revelation" -the central apo
phatic discourse of the tractate. 196 

Zostrianos and Allogenes thus adapt the Platonic language of 
image to suit a rhetorical context familiar from the apocalypses
describing the transformation of the seer, resulting in angelification 
or assimilation to 'the Barbelo, respectively.197 This adaption trans
gresses contemporary Platonism in several ways. First, like the Epistle 
to the Hebrews, the Sethian texts engage eternal, intelligible images to 
address temporal,. "personal" eschatology: what is to come (salvation) 
is made present by divine intervention (in Hebrews, Christ's sacrifice 
of his body; in Allogenes and Zostrianos, the transmission of the reve
latory account and text).198 Revelatory intervention of this sort violates 
Platonic doctrines of God's eternity and immutability: any action of 
God in history implies a change in the divine nature.199 For an "ortho
dox" Platonist, the eternal, celestial forms dwelling in voii<; could 
never be communicated in the temporal, terrestrial world. Second, the 
Sethian texts' adherence to a nonallegorical, literal description of the 
revelation and ascent of a seer contrasts strongly with the allegories of 
contemporary Gnostic and Christian literature and also with Hellenic 
philosophical sources.200 Plotinus and Porphyry thus charge not only 
that the Sethian texts are forgeries operating at a relatively low episte
mological level (mythoplasty) but also that their readers do not inter
pret them in the fashion appropriate to this level (allegory). 

It is instructive here to recall Alexander of Lycopolis's polemic 
against the Alexandrian Manichaeans, composed around the turn 
of the fourth century CE. 

201 Alexander mentions local Manichaeans, 
converts from among his philosophically educated friends, who alle
gorically interpret the Greek Mysteries but not their own myths. 202 

Like Plotinus, he struggles with responding to educated individuals 
who present their metaphysics with literal imagery whose mytho
plastic absurdity is authorized by prophetic tradition, not allegorical 
interpretative apparatus:203 
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Using their old and new scriptures (which they believe to be divinely 
inspired) as underpinnings, they express their private doctrines as a 
conclusion drawn from these (0'1 Ta� reap' aihoi� ypmpa� naXma.� TE 
Kai vfo� urroa-r11m1µEvo1-0wrcvEuo-rou� dvm unon0i:µtvOL-,a� aq,wv 
au,wv M�m; tvn:00ev rrepa(vouaiv), and they are of the opinion that 
such conclusions admit of a refutation if, and only if, it happens that 
something is said or done by them which does not follow from these 
scriptures. The role attributed by the philosophers of the Greeks to 
the postulates, namely the underived propositions upon which proofs 
are based, is represented among these people by the voice of the 
prophets. Their stories are undoubtedly of the same make (as those of 
the mythographers who write about the crimes of Uranus or Kronos), 
since they describe a regular war of matter against God, but they 
do not even mean this allegorically (61' urrovo(a�), as did Homer, for 
instance. 204 

Similar critiques of Christian myth as literal fictions (nMaµa-ra) were 
leveled by Celsus, Porphyry, and anonymous Hellenic anti-Chris
tian polemicists.205 As far as Hellenic philosophers were concerned, 
Christian revelatory narratives were stories that were bad (because 
they extolled barbarian, alien authorities and literary traditions) and 

that demanded to be read the wrong way (as literal representations 
of truth). The terms and concerns are identical to those of Plotinus. 

CONCLUSION: A HELLENIC CRITIQUE OF REVELATION 

While their teaching concerns the workings of a Neoplatonic cos
mos, the Sethian "teachers" Marsanes, Allogenes, and Zostrianos, 
validated by their interpreting angels, make similar claims to author
ity as they recount the stories of their revelation and transformation, 

tales couched in the literary traditions of the ascent narratives famil
iar from Enochic literature. In this context, the Sethian texts could 
not possibly seek to appeal to contemporary philosophical schools. 
Platonic teaching is here packaged for an audience that would have 
been receptive to the apocalyptic technique and its claims to author
ity. The esoteric idiom of the apocalypses, employing repetition, 
paraenesis, (occasionally) fantastic imagery, and an exhortation to 
secrecy, is intended for an in-group.206 Nor does the appeal to Ori
ental authority implicate them in some kind of Numenian, Oriental 

Platonism. Rather, like the anti-Hellenic Hermetic texts discussed in 
Chapter 1, the Platonizing Sethian treatises auto-Orientalize, autho
rizing their teaching with an appeal to alien, primeval sages. The 
identification with non-Greek culture heroes indicates a desire to 
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break with, rather than assimilate to, contemporary Greek philo
sophical schools, suffused with the Hellenocentric ideology of the 
Second Sophistic. Yet the Chaldaean Oracles and Hermes won some 
kind of approval within these schools anyway. Why, then, did the 
auto-Orientalizing of the. Sethian literature elicit the ire of Plotinus 
and Porphyry, rather than their fascination with the wisdom of the 
Orient? And why would the later Platonic tradition remain closed to 
the Gnostic Platonism of Seth? 

Answering this question will occupy the rest of this book, but 
already we can begin to discern the outlines of an explanation by 
recalling the differences between the sort of good stories Platonists 
liked and the apocalypses the Sethians liked. Scholars have posed the 
question like this: if Plato, the ancient philosopher par excellence, 
wrote myths as a way of communicating truths about cosmology and 
eschatology, can we distinguish Gnostic philosophical myth from Pla
tonic storytelling?207 Yes we can. First of all, the revelatory authorities 
invoked in philosophical myths were significant; it matters whether 
one invokes Julianus the Theurgist , Er the Armenian, or Marsanios. 
Second, the eschatological myths of Plato and Plutarch are couched 
with warnings that they ought not be immediately assented to, and 
they are embedded in the same Platonic terminology used to discuss 
myths that require allegorical interpretation. The Sethian literature, 
meanwhile, uses apocalyptic literary traditions to demand the reader's 
assent to their contents. Third, the comparison of Sethian narratology 
to that of Plato and Plutarch is itself a stretch; most Middle Platonists 
did not compose myths, but allegorized them. Like Epiphanius, Ploti
nus and Porphyry condemned Gnostic apocalypses as mere forgeries. 
Like Alexander of Lycopolis, they could not accept an approach to 
myth mutually exclusive with allegorical interpretation. The apoca
lypses must have appeared to be another way of writing, alien in both 
style and content to the stories Platonists read. And indeed, as we saw 
in Chapter 2, Plotinus grows increasingly frustrated trying to respond 
to them using the language and idiom of Greek philosophy; another 
way of writing would be more appropriate, he says. 

The authors of the Platonizing Sethian texts, while clearly aware of 
the philosophical tools underlying allegory, use those tools instead to 
stress the internal coherence of the Barbelo aeon, which in turn under
girds the authority of the message delivered by its emissaries. This 
"apocalyptic truth claim" compresses and inverts the Platonic order 
of the acquisition of knowledge. For Plato and the Neoplatonists, the 
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vision of reality is attained over the course of a lifetime, beginning 
with observation of sensible images, moving along to contemplation 
of abstractions (i.e., intelligible images), and culminating in a vision of 
the things in themselves. 208 The Sethian texts, however, collapse this 

process into a single revelatory event in which a being from the top of 
the hierarchy descends to the bottom to impart an accurate descrip
tion of reality, perhaps bringing the visionary straight to the top for 
a personal encounter with the beyond. 209 The identity of the seer is 
(pre)determined by divine selection. There is no procession, in order, 
of beautiful people, era£ ts, constitutions, virtues, and first principles. 

In the social context of Severan philosophy discussed in Chapter 1, 

no schools, masters, or performances of the civic cult are attended. 
Instead, by divine intervention, straight out of heaven, 210 these lev
els and media are skipped, and the privileged seer (and the reader) is 

immediately whisked away to a private vision of the first principles 
themselves. The sermon of Zostrianos is not the speech of Diotima. 211 

All of this indicates that we are dealing with specifically Judeo
Christian, in-house literature. No wonder Plotinus, Porphyry, and 
their readers found the Sethian apocalypses objectionable: they were 

clearly designed not for a pagan Neoplatonic but a Sethian audience, 
deeply indebted to Jewish and Christian traditions we know from the 
apocrypha. Their claims to authority would be valid in no other con
text. Their approach to a genre that stresses the authority of its own 
mythic account, rather than questioning it, was obviously unwelcome 
in contemporary Platonic schools. Viewing Sethianism as cultically 
and philosophically un-Hellenic-even in its most Platonic incarna
tion-renders intelligible many other narrative details of the texts 

that look strange in the context of Hellenic Platonism: the sage's fear 
of vision, heavenly journeys on clouds, frightening or angry angels 
who may need to be avoided during ascent, the acquisition of power 

or crowns from heavenly beings, the composition of revelatory testi
mony for posterity on steles or in (celestial!) books, and the pseude
pigraphic appeal to sages with currency in biblically informed cir
cles.212 Each of these features concerns the idea of a sage who, having 
ascended into heaven, is transformed into a savior who descends to 
earth; it is to these Gnostic messiahs, the avatars of the celestial Seth, 
that we now turn. 



CHAPTER 4 

The Descent 

While the entirety of Sethian literary tradition is cast in the shape of 
contemporary ap9calypses, scholars have long distinguished between 
the texts that are also inundated with the language of contempo
rary Neoplatonic metaphysics-the Platonizing literature, Zostria

nos, Allogenes, Marsanes, and the Three Ste/es of Seth-and those 
that are not. However, the more popular nomenclature to express 
this distinction in scholarship describes them as "ascent" (Platoniz
ing, contemplative) arid "descent" (apocalyptic, historical) treatises.1 

For Turner, the descent treatises develop Jewish traditions about the 
descent of Wisdom (Sophia) into the cosmos into a theology of the 
descent of Barbelo, the divine Mother;2 the ascent treatises, mean
while, reject the merciful descent of Barbelo, masculinizing her with 
epithets such as "thrice-male" and dividing her into the three sub
aeons" of Kalyptos, Protophanes, and Autogenes.3 Turner hypothe
sizes that, in the descent treatises, the Gnostic is passive and acquires 
revelation through ,the descent of Barbelo, while the ascent treatises 
describe active, meditative exercises wherein one thinks one's way 
to the primordial source using the techniques of contemporary Pla
tonism, engaging the world of ideas-specifically, "authentic exis
tents" (pure, eternal forms in Kalyptos), "unified individuals" (forms 
and souls existing prior to division, in Protophanes), and differenti
ated, "individual" forms and souls (in the Autogenes).4 

Turner argues further that the distinction between descent to ascent 
treatises also reflects important changes in Sethian literary composi
tion and temporality. While the descent scheme clearly derives from 
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Jewish sapiential and apocalyptic motifs and represents the "Jewish" 
and "Christian" stages of Sethian tradition, the Platonizing treatises 
ar� absent of Judeo-Christian themes, inspired instead by "Greek 
visionary literature," and represent the attempt to appeal to pagan
ism. 5 Moreover, the descent works are centered on the "horizontal" 
history and eschaton of a sacred people (i.e., the seed of Seth), while 
the ascent works are focused on the "vertical teleology" of encounter
ing intelligible reality.6 They are uninterested in finite time and cog
nate salvation history, and so some scholars, as we will see in Chapter 
5, have argued that the ascent treatises affirm the Hellenic dogma of 
the eternity of the world. 

This chapter provides an overview of Sethian soteriology, focus

ing on the descents of the savior across Sethian tradition. It demon
strates that the distinction between ascent and descent treatises is an 
unhelpful one. Nearly all the Sethian treatises deal with some kind of 
descending savior, who is not the Barbelo but an avatar, an incarna
tion of Seth himself, coming down into the world to redeem the elect 

seed. Thus nearly all Sethian treatises-and each of the Platonizing 
apocalypses-are, properly, descent treatises, insofar as they focus 
on Seth's descent to earth to provide revelation and, ultimately, salva
tion. Those who choose to receive it are described with various eth
nic terminology, for example, as the seed of Seth or an "alien race," 
which was a common self-designation in early Christian literature. 
The Platonizing treatises supplement this ethnic language of alien

ation to describe the chosen with language about the effe�ts of divine 
providence on the souls of the elect, who are known as "perfect indi
viduals." As we will see, Plotinus mocks this language in Against the 

Gnostics, as part of a polemic about the concept of divine election, 
which he views as deterministic and privileging a separate, alien race 
from the rest of humanity, thus violating the universal reach of God's 
providential care. All of this points to a fairly unified soteriology 
spanning the Platonizing texts and the rest of Sethian literature, one 
that is deeply indebted to Jewish and Christian ideas about salvation 
and the saved. 

SETH AND HIS AVATARS 

The deeply philosophical nature of the Platonizing treatises has led, at 
times, to their characterization as "non-mythological." 7 This should 
not, however, be taken to imply a marginalization of the centrality of 
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the character of Seth to the identity of the elect, who are identified as his seed. In fact, there is great continuity throughout Sethian literature with respect to �orporate religious identity, as expressed in terms of ethnicity. As Geor·ge MacRae observes, "The most important feature of Gnostic speculation on Seth is the idea that Gnostics constitute a special 'racei' of Seth," the unspoiled perfect image of Adam, who was created, i?-,the image of God himself. 8 Some Christians even likened Seth to CChrist, and Manichaeans knew him as both apostle and savior.9 The cb�· ;rison is acute for our understanding of Sethian religious identity: i _ b th Sethian and Manichaean literature, Jesus of Nazareth is occasio. lly mentioned as one of many revelatory figures from biblical tradition who is an incarnation of a salvific heavenly being. Sethian literature is distinct in focusing on this being, Seth, both in his celestial, atemporal existence and his various incarnations throughout history. "Proto-orthodox" Christianity, Manichaeism, and Sethianism all drew from a common biblical heritage in which Seth was understood to be a reve¥, as in the so-called apocryphal Adam literature, where he rlcords1he premortem testament of his father, the first man.10 Syncellus reports, that Seth experienced, at the hands of angels, rapture and revelation about the imminent rebellion of the Watchers.11 He was of�n in\rested with Enochic features, whether as the inventor of astrdnomy or as a scribe preserving predeluge history on tablets made of stone and clay, to survive a flood and a conflagration, respectively.12 Seth was also known as the father of the elect, which "birthed" language about the "seed" or "race" (cmopa, yevea) of Seth. 13 The roots of this tradition are probably Jewish, but largely preserved in Syriac Christian literature.14 _ Stroumsa hypothesizes that such traditions were at the root of later-Sethian language about the seed of Seth.15 Regardless, Sethian tradition was not alone 'among the Abrahamic faiths in viewing Seth as the primal ancestor not just of humanity but particularly of the elect.16 Sethian Gnosticism develops these traditions about Seth in myriad ways, but consistently points to him as a celestial being who descends to earth throughout history in the service of humanity's salvation. The Apocalypse of Adam is a testament in the style of ancient Adam apocrypha, where Seth transcribes his father's last words (in which is embedded a further revelation from three men, another Jewish tradition) and leaves it on steles for future readers to discover.17 However, Seth is also the father and even savior of the elect. The text identifies 
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"knowledge" (yvwmc;) as part of the "seed of the great aeons"; Seth 
himself is named for the "seed of the great generation (yEve<'l)," pre
sumably the race that possesses knowledge.1s Later, when the revela
tion to Adam (as recounted to Seth) begins, the three men tell him 
that he will hear "about the aeon and the seed of that man to whom 
life has come, who came from you and from Eve, your wife." 19 These 
elect are "strangers" known as the "seed of men," and who receive 
the "life of knowledge."20 While the Apocalypse of Adam does not 
spell it out in explicit terms, the constellation of the themes of knowl
edge, foreignness, and descent around the character of Seth points to 
a soteriological model in which the literal descendants of the prime
val ancestor are those who will be saved, in part thanks to his direct 
intervention in history.21 Indeed, the salvific "Illuminator," whose 
appearance catalyzes the end of the world, is probably to be identified 
with Seth (notably descending "[out of] a foreign air").22

The Egyptian Gospel, too, elaborates on "the great Seth," who 
is not just a savior but a heavenly being.23 The beginning of the text 
describes the emanation of divine beings from God prior to the cos
mogenesis, elaborating on the birth of Seth and the hymns he utters in 
praise of God, along with the four luminaries of the Autogenes aeon. 24 

He is also closely related to a mysterious Sethian mythologoumenon, 
the character of the "Thrice-Male Child," a fellow denizen of the 
Autogenes aeon. 25 However, as in the Apocalypse of Adam, Seth is 
also an earthly revelator; in fact, he appears to be the author of the 
text itself, having left it "in the mountain that is called Kharaxio," so 
that, "by the will of the divine Autogenes," it might "reveal this incor
ruptible, holy race (yEvEet) of the great savior (ow-r�p)."26 The "great
savior" is almost certainly the "great Seth" himself, who intervenes in 
history several times to protect his offspring through various human 
incarnations.27 When the devil sends various disasters to test them, 
Seth requests from the higher aeons guardians for his seed.2s Eventu
ally, he personally descends in three cataclysms (the flood, the fire, 
and the final judgment) to save the race; in his third descent, he incar
nates as Jesus Christ.29 

Seth's role as savior follows naturally from his having obtained 
and guarded his own seed. Prior to the creation of the world, Seth 
praises various deities, and "asks for his seed." The divine genetrix 

Pleistheia appears, "the mother of the lights, the glorious mother, 
the virgin with the four breasts, bringing the fruit from Gomorrah 
as spring and Sodom, which is the fruit of the spring of Gomorrah 
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which is in her. She came forth through the great Seth. Then, the 
great Seth rejoiced about the gift which was granted him by the 
incorruptible child. He took his seed from her, she with the four 
breasts, the virgin, and he placed it with him in the fourth aeon, in 
the third great Luminary, Davithe."30 The seed of Seth is, like him, 
hypostasized in the Autogenes aeon in the third luminary. It appears 
to be "sown" only after the character Repentance (µnavo1a) prays 
for the salvation of the two seeds. "The great angel Hormos" pre
pares the seed of Seth through "corruptible (i.e., mortal) virgins," 
"in a discursively-begotten holy vessel (Aoyoyev�<; crKeuo<;)."31 The 
passage seems to mean that, until Christ, there were multiple vir
gin births, producing the "race of Seth"; but after Christ, one can 
be inaugurated into the line of the saved. Eventually, the seed is 
described as "the race that came into existence through Edokla," 
who also gives birth to Truth and Justice, "the origin of the seed of 
the eternal life which is with those who will persevere because of the 
knowledge of their eternal life .... This is the great, incorruptible 
[race] which [has] appeared in three [worlds]."32 

Thus, the Egyptian Gospel features a tripartite soteriological 
model, consisting of the elect seed, the damned, and undecided con
temporaries who can become saved through baptism and the acqui
sition of knowledge (yvwoi<;), that is, Seth's seed. This mechanism 
for salvation preexists (since it was born before the creation of the 
world) and is accessible to any who will receive it (since Seth reveals 
it), 33 These individuals are almost certainly "those who are worthy 
of the baptisms [of] the renunciation and the ineffable seals of [their] 
baptism, these have known [their] receivers (11apaA�µ11-rwp) as they 
[have learned] about them, having known [through] them, and they 
shall not taste death."34 While the seed of Seth was once a biologi
cal inheritance, through the intervention of Seth-Christ, the seed has 
become figurative. Seth himself, meanwhile, fulfills dual roles as both 
heavenly hypostasis, ·dwelling with the luminaries of the Autogenes 
and the Thrice-Male Child, and earthly savior, thanks to his mul
tiple incarnations. One of these incarnations is Jesus Christ, or "Yes
seus Mazareus Yessedekeus," "the living water" and "Child of the 
Child."35 

Although Seth and his descents are not the primary topic of the 
Platonizing Sethian treatises, this basic soteriological template seems 
to underlie them, and at times is necessary to make sense of them. 
Zostrianos depicts Seth as a heavenly being; one of the luminaries 
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of the Protophanes, Setheus, even seems to be named after him. 36 

Elsewhere, the text consistently partners Seth with his "alien" father, 
(Ger)adamas, Adam's mother, Meirotheia, and the "Perfect Child," a 
constellation recalling the Egyptian Gospel: "Since Adam, the [per
fect] man, is an eye of [Autogenes], it is his knowledge that compre
hends that the divine Autogenes is a discourse of [the] perfect Intel
lect of truth. And the son of Adam, Seth, comes to each one of the 
souls; verily, he is knowledge (yvwmc;), sufficient for them. For this 
reason, the living seed (onop6.) came into existence. As for Meirocheia 
[ ••• ]."37 As the Perfect Child, Seth is probably to be identified fur
ther with a manifestation of the Thrice-Male Child, "Yesseus Maz
areus Yessedekeus, the commander, [ ... ] who is the Child, (the] 
Savior, the Child."38 The same Yesseus or Child of the Child also 
headlines the baptismal hymn concluding the Egyptian Gospel, as 
noted above. The possession of "sufficient knowledge" is what char
acterizes the souls that inhabit the aeon of Repentance. In Zostria

nos, then, Seth seems to play a role in the transition of certain souls 
from the Sojourn to the Repentance, retaining his role as patron of 
the elect as he begins his scribal activity and ministry. The ascended 
Zostrianos is a descending savior, having been transformed into an 
incarnation of Seth. 39 

Like Seth himself, his elect progeny exists in the heavens. The "sons 
of Seth" can be found in the third luminary of the Autogenes aeon, 
Davithe (again recalling the Egyptian Gospel).40 Yet Zostrianos says, 
at the beginning of the treatise, "I was in the cosmos for the sake of 
those of my generation (6'oT} and those who would come after me, 
the living elect (coTfi eToNe)."41 Immediately after his suicide attempt 
(described in Chapter 3), an angel tells him to "return, another time, 
to preach to the living race, to save those who are worthy, and to 
strengthen the elect (NtCIDT[fi])."42 He embarks on his long heavenly 
journey, and, finally, having returned to earth, begins his sermon 
with the words, "Ye living, the Seed of the holy Seth, pay heed (e1He} 
(to me}!"43 The heavenly seed of Seth is, as in the Egyptian Gospel, 

a preexisting salvific state acquired by some on earth, Seth's "living 
elect," who are the recipients of Zostrianos's revelations. Its transmis
sion is not biological but noetic, open to all but rejected by many, the 
"dead" souls.44 The influence of the Egyptian Gospel on Zostrianos 
extends beyond doxology to· a shared soteriological model, featuring 
multiple descents of a heavenly Seth to save his seed, which partici
pates in its heavenly counterpart.45 
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Allogenes is concerned with contemplative practice, not soteriol
ogy, and neither Seth nor Adam is mentioned in the text. Yet scat
tered references in the text to eschatology and the saving activity 
of its eponymous seer seem difficult to explain without presuming 
some kind of soteriological template like that of Zostrianos or the 
Egyptian Gospel. The text refers to people who will not be saved: 
before his ascent, Allogenes is told by Youel that it is not fitting to 
speak about the Invisible Spirit to "an uninstructed generation."46 In 
the middle of a technical negative theological discourse later on, the 
"luminaries" declare that someone who mistakenly identifies God 
with his attributes "has not known God" and is "liable to judge
ment."47 Salvation seems to be available to whoever is receptive to 
the message of the seer, although here it is identified not with the 
seed of Seth but with the first emanation of reality itself, the Thrice
Powered: "if it is.conceived of (voe1v) as the ferry-man of the bound
lessness of the Invisible Spirit [that] subsists in him, it (the boundless
ness) turns him to it[self],48 so that it might know what is [within] 
him and how it exists, and of (how) it became49 salvation for all, 
being a cause of those who truly exist."50 

"Salvation for all" must have been made available through a figure 
mentioned by the angel Youel, "that you might be saved in that one 
who belongs to you, that one who was the first to save and who does 
not need to be saved."51 This figure is probably the Thrice-Male Child: 
"Verily, it (the Barbelo) acts separately (1<a-ra µtpo<;) and individually, 
continuing to rectify the sins, things (that) come from Nature (cpucrt<;). 
He has the divine Thrice-Male, being salvation for them all, along 
with the Invisible Spirit."52 We can also probably identify the savior 
with Seth, given the text's repeated mention of the savior Thrice-Male 
Child (closely associated with the cosmic Seth of the Egyptian Gos

pel), the name of the seer Allogenes (a name recalling Seth), and the 
similarity of his ministry to that of Zostrianos. 53 The identities of the
savior's earthly incarnations are unspecified because the seer encoun
ters him on the most primal and noetic of levels. 54 

Meanwhile, the Neoplatonic doxologies of the Three Steles of 
Seth are principally concerned with the salvific power of Seth and 
his seed. As in Zostrianos, Seth, "the father of the living and immov
able race," is associated with his father, Geradamas (whose name, as 
we will see, means "alien Adam"): "because of you I am with that 
very one (i.e., God). You are light, since you behold light. You have 
revealed light."55 The elect is identified as Geradamas's offspring, as 
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when Seth declares, "You are from another race (yevo�), and its place 
is over another race. Now, {you are from another race, and its place 
is over another race.} You are from another race, since you are dif
ferent. You are merciful, because you are eternal; your place is upon 
a race, since you made them all increase, on account of my seed; for 
it is you who knows it, since its place is upon begetting (z.no). And 
some come from other races, since they are different; and their place 
is over other races, since their place is in life."56 By being an alien and 
begetting an alien race, Geradamas manifests the alien divinity in the 
mundane. 57 He is a thrice-male savior, like the Thrice-Male Child of 
Allogenes: "(You are) the one who has caused the thrice-males that 
truly exist to become male three times. The one who was divided 
from the pentad, the one who was given to us by a thrice-power, the 
one who was sent without begetting, the one who came from the 
superior for the sake of the inferior, going out into the midst ... We 
bless you, thrice-male, for you have united the all through them all, 
for you have empowered us. You came about through One; from 
One you came forth; you have come to One; You have saved, you 
have saved, you have saved us, crown-bearer, crown-giver!"58 Just as 
the Thrice-Male Child in Atlogenes is an instrument of the Barbelo 
that reveals the Invisible Spirit, Geradamas and Barbelo in the Three 

Steles of Seth are also tools used by the transcendent to reveal unity 
by unifying the elect; they mediate differentiated salvation to the dif
ferentiated particulars. 59 

Although Seth's descent itself is not described, it is clear that he in 
turn transmits knowledge of the divine (the "steles" themselves} and 
begets the race of Adam. In fact, the pseudepigraphic pose of the text 
("Dositheus" claims to have made a copy of Seth's steles for the elect 
to read, "just as they were inscribed there") could assume that Seth 

has descended to write them; how else could they have been left for 
Dositheus to read?60 It is clear that the Three Steles are a liturgical 
text, meant to be read aloud; thus the reader is meant to identify with 
Seth, and so Adam, the perfect human. 61 

The Three Steles also offer pause for methodological reflection; this 
analysis of them focuses on the first stele, which is addressed to Bar
belo. 61 The second stele repeats similar themes, but the third is, like 
Allogenes, almost entirely concerned with the One and epithets for 
the unknowable God. Nothing is said there of Adam or Seth. The Ste

Les are a good example of how even the Platonizing texts emphasized 
different parts of their soteriology with respect to different aspects of 
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practice-that is, contemplation (Allogenes) versus doxology (Three 
Steles)-and how these emphases yielded diverse thematic emphases. 
Yet it is clear that the third stele should not be read apart from the 
first two; similarly, Allogenes, though focused on the unknowable 
God, has evidence of Sethian soteriological themes in the foreground, 
and so should not be divorced from them. 

It is difficult to see soteriological themes in the remaining Sethian 
texts, but in the -Apocalypse of Adam, the Egyptian Gospel, Zostria
nos, Allogenes, and the Three Steles of Seth-an undisputable "core" 
of Sethian literatur,e, including most of the Platonizing stream of the 
tradition-Seth i� featured as father of the primordial race, mediator 
between humanity and Adam (and thus God), the revealer of salva
tion history and cosmological secrets, and the savior of mankind.63 

He descends to earth for the sake of the salvation of the elect, whether 
as bringer of the eschaton or Platonizing prophet, and is associated 
with the Autogenes aeon and, particularly, the salvific figure called 
the Thrice-Male (Child). The elect are ethnically circumscribed by 
virtue of their heritage in the lineage of Seth, another seed who has 
begotten an alien race-language we will revisit in Chapter 5. Only 
the Apocalypse of Adam deviates (albeit slightly) from this model, by 
eschewing the Barbeloite appellation "Thrice-Male" and the Neopla
tonic jargon.64 

However, and most importantly, each text presents a descending 
revealer-savior who incarnates several times throughout history
usually once as Seth, perhaps also as Jesus Christ. This particular 
model of the multiple incarnations of a heavenly savior is particu
lar to the Jewish-Christian Christology heresiologists ascribed to the 
groups known as the Ebionites, and especially the Elchasaites: "Some 
others ... procured a foreign volume, named for a certain Elcha-
sai. ... They do not confess that there is but one Christ, but that there 
is one above and that he is infused into many bodies frequently, and 
now into Jesus. Similarly, they confess that he was begotten of God at 
one time and at another time he became a Spirit and at another time 
was born of a virgin :ind at another time not so."65 The Pseudo-Cle
mentine literature, too, describes a "True Prophet" who incarnates in 
various ancient patriarchs and prophets, before manifesting as Jesus. 
Drawing from this heritage of Mesopotamian traditions about sal
vific revelators incarnating in history, Mani proclaimed himself to be 
the Paraclete, possessed by the same spirit who was present among 
the patriarchs and other religious authorities. 66 (Indeed, the scholarly 



86 CHAPTER4 

consensus is that Mani was raised in an Elchasaite community.)67 This 
pattern of descents of the incarnating savior is recalled not only by the 
Sethian texts themselves but also by Porphyry's evidence about them, 
which presented us with the rapt antediluvian seers "Nicotheus" and 
"Marsanios." Scholars have long described the Platonizing texts as 
pagan in part thanks to Jesus's absence from them, but the criterion 
of his presence is a straw man. The avatars of Seth we know from 
Nag Hammadi and Porphyry are products of Mesopotamian revela
tory literature informing Jewish-Christian groups and Manichaeism, 
which conceived of the savior as descending to earth in a variety of 
historical personages. The description of Seth's elect in ethnic terms, 
too, is grounded in contemporary Judea-Christian rhetoric. 

SETH AND HIS RACE 

Only Allogenes minimizes ethnic language (because of its focus on 
contemplative practice rather than soteriology), yet the Sethian use of 
such language to describe the body of the elect remains little under
stood. 68 While modern theories of ethnicity commonly distinguish 
between ethnicity (a cultural attitude) and race (a biological fact), we 
cannot export this distinction to antiquity, where words spanning the 
reaches between i::0vo� and yevo� seem to have been interchangeable. 69 

Sethian references to "race," the "seed" of Seth, and the "resident 
alien topos" indicate not simply biological speculation but markers 
of cultural and cultic identity. It is worth choosing the term "ethnic
ity" to govern the range of ethnoracial discourse in order to empha
size collective identity as a social rather than biological group since, 
excepting the Apocalypse of Adam, membership in the elect seed of 
Seth is not biological but spiritual.7° As Denise Kimber Buell empha
sizes, while ethnicity in early Christian contexts is always pegged 
to a conception of descent or primordial origins ("fixed"), it is also 
"fluid," shifting to "exclude and include groups," a dynamic she calls 
"ethnic reasoning."71 Two ancient discourses of ethnic reasoning illu
minate the Sethian apocalypses and their Christian readers in Ploti
nus's Roman seminar: Christian language about a "new" or "third" 
race and the Hellenocentrism popularized in higher education during 
the Second Sophistic. 

Early Christian sources are replete with racial self-designations, such 
as the "new race" of the Epistle to Diognetus.72 In other texts, Chris
tians contrast themselves with Greeks and Jews, calling themselves a 



The Descent 

"third race";73 Tertullian reports that the designation was well known 
enough to have become a pejorative among their persecutors, while 
the Martyrdom of Polycarp employs it to contrast the "god-loving and 
God-fearing race" of Christians with their Hellenic and Jewish tor
mentors.74 Aristides even claims that Christians trace their descent to
Jesus.75 Clement, probably inspired by Justin, holds that the race of
the elect (i.e., Christians) actually existed before the creation of man
kind, and so other races.76 The Valentinian Tripartite Tractate distin
guishes the elect from the Greeks and the Jews.77 The background of
this language Hes in Jewish texts that identify the Jewish people as a 
race (yevo<;), often in distinction from their rivals or opponents.78 This
point is important: the presence of language about race alone does not 
amount to "ethnic reasoning" but rather is a product of the use of lan
guage about race to distinguish groups and identities.79

Christian language about a "new race" that preexists and is for
eign to the cosmos, is mutable (i.e., accessible to would-be converts), 
and defines the elect group is probably behind the development of 
Sethian ethnic reasoning. The models are functionally similar: in the 
Sethian texts, the cosmic Seth and his seed exist in the intelligible 
realm prior to the material world but are manifested in humanity 
through the revelations and preaching of seers, who seem to be incar
nations of Seth himself. Moreover, they rely on a shared set of bibli
cally informed symbols and motifs (Adam, Seth, occasionally Jesus 
Christ) to explore myths of primordial origins. At the same time, the 
Hellenic contemporaries of the authors of the Sethian texts, and espe
cially their philosophical sparring partners in the Greek schools, also 
engaged in ethnic reasoning, negotiating a constructed Hellenic iden
tity that was defined by participation in public life, civic rites, and the 
culture of rrat8£la, as_ argued in Chapter I. 80 Platonic Orientalism thus 
constitutes a type of ethnic reasoning that was particularly common 
in philosophical circles of the period, as is evident by a glance at texts 
like the Corpus Hermeticum or Chaldaean Oracles. 

It is precisely in this environment, with reference to both the new 
race of the Chdstians and Platonic Orientalism, that Sethian language 
about race in the Platonizing Sethian texts took on the character of 
ethnic reasoning. While their salvific models and, to a lesser extent, 
biblical characters coincide, Sethian language about race differs from 
that of their proto-orthodox contemporaries as well; it may even 
be directed against them. As noted in the previous section, Sethian 
portrayals of Seth are not paralleled by proto-orthodox Christian 
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sources. Moreover, Sethian tradition clearly prefers the idiom of a 
"seed" rather than a "new," or "third," race. While it is obvious that 
the Sethian yev0<; is to be contrasted with the "ways of others" and 
the non-elect (in the language of Zostrianos), there are no explicit ref
erences to Greeks or Jews in the texts. 

Sethian ethnic reasoning may then tell us more about its audience 
than its theological underpinnings: the primacy of Christian ethnic 
reasoning in apologetic and martyrological circles may provide a clue 
as to its appeal to the Christians in Plotinus's seminar in Rome in the 
260s CE, with two persecutions (the Decian [250 CE] and Valerianic 
[257-60 CE]) in recent memory. 81 Moreover, Sethian ethnic reasoning
helps us understand the function of its particular brand of Platonic 
Orientalism. Like the authors of Hermetic literature or the Chaldean 

Oracles, the Platonizing Sethian apocalypses discuss Greek meta
physics but affirm a distinctly non-Hellenic identity. Buell has argued 
that, "ethnic reasoning allowed Christians not only to describe them
selves as a people, but also to depict the process of becoming a Chris
tian as one of crossing a boundary from membership in one race to 
another." 82 When we recall that for the Neoplatonists, ethnicity was 
chiefly defined by mastery of the Greek classics, Sethian ethnic lan
guage, culled from the traditions of Jewish apocrypha, must have sig
naled a rejection of Hellenic heritage. More strikingly, the Sethian 
texts describe their in-group and its teaching not simply as superior 
to other races or nations but as "elect," "saved," in contrast to souls 
that will be destroyed. Surely members of the Sethian elect were edu
cated in the Hellenic schools, but there is no sign in the texts that they 
continued to identify as Hellenes, and many signs that they regarded 
themselves as something much more-"the living, the Seed of the holy 
Seth!" 

How exactly did one become one of the seed of Seth, and how 

fixed was this membership? Some scholarship has followed the heresi
ologists in charging Gnostic soteriology with determinism, granting 
elect status only to those lucky enough to be born with knowledge of 
the divine. 83 Plotinus himself disparages his Gnostic opponents' ideas 
about divine providence, as follows: 

I. By claiming that their souls are superior to the movement
of the heavenly spheres (fate)84 and thus not subject to their
authority, the Gnostics disrupt the proper order or hierarchy
of the cosmos; access to knowledge and, ultimately, well
being is thus barred to them. 85 
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2. The Gnostics contradict themselves by simultaneously deny
ing providence's extension to the universe and claiming that it
extends to them alone.86 Yet providence extends less to parts
than to wholes. 87 

3. Gnostic claims to be superior to the stars and sole beneficia
ries of providence led them to reject the traditional cult in
favor of their identity as "sons of God."88 

Charge (3) has already received some attention above, in Chapters 
r and 2; removing oneself from the contemporary civic cult was not 
a welcome idea to Plotinus or other contemporary Platonists. With 
respect to (1), Plotinus is silent as to how exactly his Gnostics oppo
nents claim they can acquire knowledge without the stars and the 
supervision of fate. He could mean that, for the Gnostics, the seam
less transmission of being and knowledge via the hierarchy of the 
cosmic order is rejected in favor of an earthly theophany and revela
tion. 89 As argued in Chapter 3, revelation possesses a truth value that, 
in Platonic terms, is beyond the proper station of everyday, much less 
mythopoetic, language. 

Some scholars have followed Plotinus in arguing that the con
cept of revelation itself implies a deterministic view that salvation is 
bestowed from without, not chosen from within.90 Yet as we have 
seen in this chapter, membership in the Sethian elect was not biologi
cally determined. Moreover, the paraenetic discourses and sermons 
strewn about Zostrianos, Allogenes, and Marsanes make it clear that 
the author(s) of the texts intended their revelations to be intelligible 
to others. Sethian literature thus used ethnic terminology to express a 
universalist soteriology wherein ethnicity was mutable, and thus the 
race of the saved was open to all, although many rejected the offer to 
their detriment. 91 

SETH AND HIS CHOSEN 

Plotinus's charge that the Gnostics simultaneously deny the exten
sion of providence (Gk. rrp6vma, "forethought") to the world, while 
affirming that it belongs to them alone, remains to be explained. The 
first half is intelligible enough in light of Gnostic ideas of the creation 
of the cosmos: responsibility for making the world belongs not to 
the providential activity of God but to a flawed, even evil, demiurge, 
who is mentioned in a passage of Zostrianos that Plotinus appears 
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to have known.92 In the Barbeloite theogony of the Apocryphon of 
John, for instance, the Barbelo aeon is equated with providence, the 
"first thought" of the Invisible Spirit, long before the creation of the 
cosmos, which transpires as a grand accident rather than as a result 
of any divine plan.93 The Gnostic friends thus are unique among their 
philosophical contemporaries in divorcing providential care for mate
rial creation from providential care for humanity, and then denying 
the former while affirming the latter. The Platonizing Sethian trea
tises Zostrianos and Allogenes, meanwhile, known in some form to 
Plotinus, appear to present a more complex, technical version of this 
view, in which the divinity's "foreknowing" of itself seems to produce 
a "primordial manifestation" of Being and the ensuing rush of intelli
gible reality.94 Yet this "first thought" of the Invisible Spirit-the Bar
belo and its subaeons, the Kalyptos, Protophanes, and Autogenes-is 
also active in the salvation of souls, the souls of the elect . A look at 
these passages shows that Plotinus was familiar with Sethian nomen
clature for the elect and mocked it in the context of his polemic about 
Gnostic providence. 

As we will see in Chapter 5, Zostrianos identifies the Sethian elect 
who have escaped from the cycle of reincarnation as "individuals" 
(K2>.T2>. oy2>., probably translating -ra Ka,a µtpoc;, or ,a. 1<a0' e1<acna 
from the original Greek text) or "perfect individuals" who inhabit 
the Autogenes aeon. The text emphasizes that while all souls have 
"types" of heavenly realities (i.e., the eternal, unified Platonic forms), 
their "resemblances" differ from one another and thus are multiple 
and divided.95 However, the elect in the Autogenes are more unified, 
and obtain additional celestial baptisms: "but whoever did not com
mit any sin, because knowledge (yvwmc;) was enough for him, he cer
tainly is not concerned about anything, since he has repented. And 
there are baptisms arranged in addition. With respect to the path up 
to the self-begotten ones, that thing in which you have (just) now 
been baptized each time, (a path) that is worthy of seeing the per
fect (-rD,£1oc;) individuals (K2>.T2>. oy2>.)-it is knowledge (yvwmc;} of the 
entirety, since it has come into being through the powers (of) the self
begotten ones." 96 These perfect individuals are "a mixture of ideas of 
individual things and souls that are aware of themselves and things 
other than themselves as individual, non-integrated particulars," con
trasted with two logical categories that govern wholes, species (dooc;} 

and genus (ytvoc;}.97 These logical differentiae ultimately derive from
Plato's Sophist, but were used widely in second- and third-century 
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literary sources, philosophical and otherwise, among Hellenes and 
Christians alike.98 As Porphyry writes, "what is most generic is said 
of all the genera, species and individuals under it, while the genus 
prior to the most specific species is said of all the most specific spe
cies and the individuals, the mere species is said of all the individuals, 
and the individual (lhoµov) is said of only one of the particulars (ro. 
Karo. µtpo.:;)."99 Presumably, those on the path in the Autogenes are the
individuals, who, still being partial (µEpLKo<:;), might become perfect: 
"and a partial (µep11<6<:;), primordial form exists among each and every 
one, so that they become perfect in this way: for the four self-begot
ten aeons are perfect (-reAELoc;) individuals (Kb.Tc>, oyb.) !:>donging to the 
wholly-perfect (1tav,t;\.e1oc;) (individuals) [that exist prior to]100 them, 
the [perfect] individuals." 101 Thus there is a th\rd grade of individuals, 
the wholly perfect beings. 

While "wholly perfect" is a common appellation for the Barbelo 
and beings within it superior to the Autogenes, the wholly perfect indi
viduals seem to be associated with the subaeon of the Protophanes and 
its baptisms, presumably on account of its power to "join" individu
als so that they are in "fellowship." 102 The elect soul's apprehension 
of the unity of the source of the various particulars (individuals) that 
are categorized by species and genera is tantamount to further celestial 
baptism in the higher realms of the Barbelo: "And when one has under
stood the source (apx�) of these things (coming) into being, how every
thing appears fro� a single authority, and how everything being joined 
comes to be divided, and how everything that has been divided comes 
to be joined once more, and how the parts (µtpoc;) join with the wholes 
and the species (d<'5oc;) and the genera (ytvo<;)-if one ever understands 
these things, he is baptized in the baptism of the Kalyptos."103 Ulti
mately, absolute unity of the intelligibles-the eternal Platonic forms 
themselves, things "that truly exist" -are only in the Kalyptos, the 
"hidden" aeon.104 Thus the luminaries of the Barbelo praise Kalyptos: 
"The individuals are alive, and (so are) the four (luminaries), who are 
seven-fold! 11000011a11w! It is you who is before them, it is you who is 
{with)in them all, and they are in the Protophanes, perfect male Harme
don, the Activity of all those who exist together (�tOYHb.)! Since the per
fect individuals existed, the Activity of all the individuals manifested: 
the divine Autogenes." 105 Doxologies addressed to the Barbelo in the 
Three Ste/es of Seth also identify (in the first person!) elect souls as per
fect individuals existing "together": "we bless you (masc. sg.) eternally. 
We bless you, we who have been saved, we, the perfect individuals (tu 
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KATA OYA NTeMoc). We are perfect on account of you, those who became 
perfect with you." 106 

Allogenes offers a similar account; Barbelo "empowers" the "indi
viduals (KATb. OYA)," and they receive apprehension (EvvOLa)-pre
sumably of the source of the genera, that is, the Invisible Spirit-by 
means of a "First Thought (<9opii iieNNOtA)." 107 Allogenes praises "the 
[perfect] individuals, and the all-perfect (rravn:\e1oc;), [those who are] 
together, and the [ ... J [who]108 are before the perfect ones."109 Bar
belo "acts separately (Ka,a µepoc;) and individually (KATA OYA), con
tinuing to rectify the sins, things (that) come from Nature (cpumc;). 
He has the divine Thrice Male, being salvation for them all, along 
with the Invisible Spirit."110 The Thrice Male is the chief salvific fig
ure in Allogenes, perhaps a paradigm of Seth himself. As in Zostria

nos, he seems to occupy a place between the Autogenes (the one "in 
whom the [self-begotten ones eiist]") and Protophanes subaeons (as 
"the thought of those who exist together [�1oyHA]"), the "measure 
and unique knowledge" of the individuals.111 It is clear that Barbelo 
(identified with rrp6vo1a) here extends salvation, referred to elsewhere 
in the treatise as "first thought," to individuals through its agent, the 
Thrice-Male Child. 

The structure and activity of the Barbelo closely resembles that 
of Intellect (voiic;) in contemporary Platonism: the Kalyptos corre
sponds roughly to Plotinus's creative, contemplating Intellect, the 
Protophanes to its "demiurgical capacity," and the Autogenes to 
the universal Soul that encompasses all souls, or in the jargon of 
Numenius and the Chaldaean Oracles, a discursive "Second Intel
lect."112 As the first deity posterior to the Thrice-Powered Invisible 
Spirit in Zostrianos, Kalyptos is precisely the locus where parts, 
even in a unified, "partless" sense, come into being. Its creative (but 
nondiscursive) activity is thus tantamount to a unification of parts, 
extended to individuals, but only in the noetic sphere.113 At the same 
time, the way in which Zostrianos and Allogenes treat "individuals" 
is alien to contemporary Platonism in several ways. First, Barbelo's 
unifying activity has a clearly soteriological tone, unlike Plotinus's 
Intellect. Second, the particular individuals unified by the Proto
phanes and Kalyptos aeons are not just ideas but "immortal souls" 
that have been transformed into ideas. Plotinus actually mocks this 
language in a passage of Against the Gnostics.114 Third, the reve
latory framework of the Sethian treatises presupposes an irrup
tion of providential activity into the sphere of fate.115 Arguably, the 
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bestowal of saving revelation by descending agents of the Barbelo 
(identified as "providence," rcp6vo1a) in Zostrianos and Allogenes, 

the incarnations of Seth, would qualify as a direct intervention in 
worldly affairs by providence.116 This "interventionist" approach
implies a view affirmed by Stoics and many early Christian writ
ers, namely that providence directs all worldly affairs and individu
als.117 Indeed, it was particularly common for early Christians to 
claim that providence, via Christ, had freed them from the shackles 
of fate.118 Certainly this theme informed the Christian heretics read
ing the Book of Elchasai in Rome in the mid-third century CE, who 
called themselves rcpoyvwanKoi (Gk. "foreknowers"), but it is quite 
possible that they were also informed by versions of the Platonizing 
Sethian treatises, inundated with language about the saving power 
offered by the First Thought of the Invisible Spirit, and, like the rest 
of Sethian tradition, indebted to the baptismal circles in Syria and 
Mesopotamia that produced Elchasai and Mani. 119 

CONCLUSION: A HELLENIC CRITIQUE 

OF GNOSTIC PROVIDENCE AND SALVATION 

Plotinus makes the puzzling argument that the Gnostics simultane
ously deny providence while claiming it only applies to them; instead, 
he says, providence cares for wholes (i.e., universals like "human
ity"), but not parts (i.e., particulars like "individual human beings"). 
The latter statement is a Platonic dictum used to banish charges that 
present evils are evidence for a lack of God's providential care.120 The
former statement is a condemnation, common among Hellenic crit
ics of Christianity, of the idea that providence extends strictly to the 
souls of the elect, rather than the entire universe.121 While Plotinus's
charge that Gnostic salvation is deterministic does not tally well with 
our reading of the Sethian literature itself, here he points to a real dif
ference between himself and his Gnostic friends-and the books they 
read. Both Sethian Gnostic literature and contemporary Platonists 
seem to reject determinism in that they both hold saving truth to be 
open to any who are willing to listen to it. Yet,Sethian literature goes 
further in stating that those who do listen and assent to it are special, 
different, alien from others-perfect individuals whose souls will be 
under the special care of providence in the Barbelo aeon after death, 
just as the emissaries of the Barbelo, the avatars of Seth, descended to 
earth in bestowing saving revelation in the first place. These descents 
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of Seth are the central soteriological events throughout Sethian tradi
tion, even in the Platonizing treatises. 

Armstrong remarks that while Plotinus may have his old friends in 
mind, his criticism extends to "all those who make the characteristic 
claim of Abrahamic religion to be the elect, the people of God, with 
a particular and exclusive revelation from him which causes them 
to reject the traditional pieties."122 While Sethian ethnic reasoning 
recalls proto-orthodox language about belonging to a third race, and 
Sethian ideas about providence are in line with Christian and Stoic 
thought, the general complex of soteriological ideas explored in this 
chapter does not belong specifically to Christianity but to what Arm
strong terms "Abrahamic religion." It is hard to read about the seed of 
Seth without recalling Jewish notions of Israel's election, and, indeed, 
the Sethians seem to have agreed with the Apostle Paul in persisting in 
the language of elect soteriology-distinguishing between those who 
will be ultimately saved and those who will not-while opening sal
vation up to "the nations."123 Similarly, the reincarnations of Seth are 
not indebted to exclusively Christian traditions but also to the Jewish 
Christianities that appeared in ancient Mesopotamia and described 
the savior as returning to earth on many occasions, sometimes as 
Jesus of Nazareth. Plotinus criticizes Judeo-Christian notions of sote
riology in general, but Sethian soteriology is particularly indebted to 
Jewish Christianity. 

Turning now to the journey of the Sethian elect to heaven and the 
fate of those who do not ascend but would be "left behind," we will 
find the same is true of Sethian eschatology. While Platonists distin
guished between better and worse souls throughout their reincarna
tions over an infinite span of time, they would eventually become 
better (and worse) again. Like their Jewish and Christian contempo
raries, however, the Sethians believed that the world was not eter
nal, and therefore repentance in this life was an immediate and grave 
concern. 
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The Ascent 

While we have found Plotinus's complaints about the Gnostic 
approach to writing and divine providence to reflect the contents of 
the Sethian literature that informed his friends, many of his argu
ments deal with cosmological concerns-the preexistence of matter, 
its relationship to the fall of Soul, and the eternity �f the world. The 
Platonizing Sethian apocalypses, however, focus on supracosmologi
cal matters-the world of the intelligibles. This does not mean that 
Sethian literature avoids cosmological questions; rather, they come 
up in passing, in allusions to knowledge presupposed of the reader, 
as we saw in passages about the Sethian elect. Moreover, they tend 
to address "unverifiable" speculations common to apocalypses about 
cosmology and the postmortem fat,e of the soul. In Greek philoso
phy, these problems fit the rubric of myth (µu0o<;) and "theoretical 
philosophy," or physics.1 Today, biblical scholarship tends to lump 
them together under the term "eschatology," a term central to debate 
over defining the genre of apocalypse: do apocalypses generally tend 
to handle historical, political topics pertaining to the end of the 
world, or speculative, cosmological topics pertaining to the fate of 
the human soul?2 Observing that only a handful of apocalypses deal 
strictly with history while many address the soul's existence after 
death, scholars recognize that apocalypses deal with eschatology 
both "cosmic" and "personal," handling the fate of the world and 
individual souls, respectively. 3 

Gnostic texts, too, present a diversity of eschatologies, reflected 
in Sethianism: we find "historical-cosmic" apocalypses in the 
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Apocalypse of Adam, Egyptian Gospel, and Trimorphic Protennoia, 
while the Platonizing treatises clearly focus on "personal" and "real

ized" eschatology.4 Thus, while a Sethian position on matter's preex
istence and the fall of Soul remains unclear, a careful reading of the 
texts, guided by Plotinus's evidence, allows one to discern clear posi
tions on other matters, such as ethnically phrased soteriology and 
providence (discussed in the previous chapter) and personal and cos
mic eschatology (discussed here). Sethian literature envisions not just 
the elect using ethnic reasoning common among contemporary Chris
tians but also another motif, the sense of being "resident aliens" in 
an age creeping closer to its own destruction-and the destruction 
of non-elect souls. These positions about cosmological and personal 
eschatology are, like language about the elect as a different race alien
ated from contemporary society, deeply at odds with those of contem
porary Platonists, closer to those of contemporary Christian philoso
phers, and central to the polemics between Hellenic and Christian 
thinkers of the second to fourth centuries CE. 

THE STRANGE AND THE DEAD: DEATH AND 

REINCARNATION IN ZOSTRIANOS 

The only detailed discussion of personal eschatology in a Sethian 
treatise can be found in Zostrianos, but these sections of the manu
script are badly damaged. Any interpretation of them must be pro
visional, yet together with hints and asides in other sections of the 
text, one can reconstruct a teaching that describes the various cat
egories of souls, the destruction of one type, the reincarnation of 
others, and the release from the cycle of rebirth for a precious few. 
This reconstruction is a worthwhile endeavor, because it reveals the 
nomenclature used for the elect across Sethian tradition, providing 
valuable shading and color to the outline of the seed of Seth sketched 
in Chapter 4. Furthermore, as discussed at the end of the chapter, 
a teaching that accommodates the reincarnation of some souls and 
the destruction of others is at odds with contemporary Hellenic Pla
tonism but paralleled in a select few Christian groups, and Jewish 
Christians in particular. 

The teaching of Zostrianos on the postmortem fate of the soul 
employs specific terminology also found in the Egyptian Gos
pel, Marsanes, and the Untitled Treatise in the Bruce Codex.5 It is 
hinted at by complaints of Plotinus, who remarks that his Gnostic 
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opponents introduce unnecessary strata of Being into the intelligible 
world, including hypostases of the "exiles, aeonic copies, and repen
tances."6 As scholars have long recognized, these hypostases are also 
mentioned in the Untitled treatise: God "created the aetherial earth 
(m::.b..� NAHP), a dwelling-place for those who had come forth, that they 
should remain there until the establishment of those below them. After 
that, the true-dwelling place; within this, the place of The Repentance 
(µeTavota); within this, the Impressions (avTirnrroc;) of Aerodios. After 
that, the Sojourn (rrapoiK'70"Lc;), the Repentance inside this, the self
begotten reflections. In that place, they were baptized in the name of 
the Autogenes, the one who is divine over them. " 7 However, the func
tion of these aeons was not clear until the discovery of Zostrianos.

IJ! this text, the eponymous seer begins his ascent to heaven, by pass
ing the "aetherial earth," the aeons of the Impressions (uvTlrnrro1), 
Sojourn, and Repentance. He is baptized and made an angel before 
meeting one "Authronios, the ruler on high," to whom he poses ques
tions about the various kinds of souls and their relationship to the 
Impressions. 8 The heavenly interlocutor describes the creation of the 
world and the "education" (probably punishment) of souls and the 
dual nature of the aeons: "And [the souls]9 [that] are pure are trained 
(yuµva�e1v) by the impressions (6.v-rlnmoc;), which receive a model 
(n:moc;) of their souls while they still exist in the material world. They 
came into existence after the emanation of each of the aeons, and they 
are taken, one after another, from the copy (uvThurrov) of the Sojourn 
(napo[1<1101c;) to the Sojourn that truly exists, (and) from the copy of 
Repentance (µuavota) to the Repentance that truly exists, and [from 
the] (aeonic) copy of the Autogenes to the [Autogenes] that truly 
exists."10 This passage seems obscure, but it contains valuable infor
mation on the makeup of the heavenly world. Zostrianos encoun
ters the Impressions, Sojourn, and Repentance after traveling past the 
"aetherial earth," which Macrobius says is a common Platonic term 
for the moon.11 The "Impressions" seem to be copies of the Sojourn 
and Repentance "that truly exist," as well as of the Autogenes aeon. 
(See Figure 3 for a diagram of this scheme.) 

Thus, between the moon and the Autogenes (the lowest level of the 
Barbelo), there exist the "real" Sojourn and Repentance aeons, and 
inferior "impressions" or reflections of them below. The text specifies 
that it is in these lower Impressions of the metempsychotic aeons that 
souls are "trained." There are "eternal glories" and "places of judg
ment" there.12 
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The Barbelo 

Contains those who repent, having sufficient knowledge The Repentance that truly exists The metempsychotic Contains "strangers" who<'follow aeons the ways of others" 
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Copy of the Repentance 
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The Moon (Aetherial Earth)-souls pass through here; some are destroyed 

Figure 3. The Metempsychotic Aeons According to Zostrianos, NHC VIII,I. 5-6, I2. 

In the editio princeps of Zostrianos, John Sieber notes the presence of the aeon of the "Sojourn," and identified it as a "temporary residence" for the soul, probably since the Liddell and Scott Greek-Eng
lish Lexicon translates the word 1Capol1CTJOL(; as "the transmigration of souls."13 However, as Luise Abramowski observes, the only reference given by the Lexicon for this translation is to Plotinus's mention of the aeon in his anti-Gnostic polemic, where the context in no way indicates the function of the aeon, transmigatory or otherwise.14 

She sees that the term 1CapolKTJOLc; had a specific and important coinage in ancient Christian circles and dismissed Sieber's claim that by napolKTJcrtc;, Zostrianos refers to the transmigration of souls. While Abramowski is correct about the Christian provenance of the term, the aeon of the "Sojourn" in Zostrianos does seem to be the locus of metempsychosis, for it lies below the intelligibles, above the moon, and souls are trained there, as it contains places of judgment. The moon and its whereabouts was a common site in contemporary Platonic thought for the process of reincarnation; Numenius and a Hermetic writer suggested instead the Milky Way.15 Zostrianos 
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describes the trammg and judgment of souls taking place in the 
Impressions of the Sojourn, Repentance, and Autogenes aeons, which 
appear to be farther away from the earth than the moon. It would 
appear that these "Impressions" constitute our galaxy, or as Turner 
suggests, the fixed stars in general, and that the training of souls is 
their punishment between lives, which makes them "pure." 16 

Other souls appear to come to rest in the "true" Sojourn, Repen
tance, and Autogenes aeons, as explained by the character Ephesech: 
"And while those (µtv) who are worthy are guarded, others (6t) who 
are not from this race (ytvo�) [are] [ ... ]17 But if one strips off the 
world and lays aside [nature],18 and while (µtv) that one who [has] no 
dwelling-place and power, and because he is following the ways of 
others (�BHY€ NT€�€NKooye), he is a stranger (6'1>.:>..Hy-r}; but (M) who
e�er did not commit any sin, because knowledge (yvwO'l�) was enough 
for him, he· certainly is not concerned about anything, since he has 
repented." 19 Those who "follow the ways of others" and become 
"strangers" are those in the Sojourn: "for there are three forms of 
immortal souls: first (µtv), those who have rooted themselves upon 
the Sojourn do not have reproductive power, being those who fol
low the ways of others."20 They are contrasted with those in the
Repentance aeon, who are characterized by their asceticism and acts 
of repentance after sinning.21 T he third group, meanwhile, are the 
"self-begotten" souls in the Autogenes, who also have four kinds.22 

These three types of immortal souls are contrasted with "utterly per
ished" souls, who have four "species (d6o�)" in turn spread out over 
nine kinds during earthly existence, each with its own "species" and 
"custom."23 

However, the following passages offer an alternative division, this 
time of five types of humanity (prom,), three of which are immortal 
souls. The first type appears to be destroyed by fire:24 "And the one who 
[ ... ] the [stranger (6'1>.:>..HoyT)] [ .. . ] in the perceptible (aicr8rrr6v), 
living [world], and the dead one [ ... ] all of the [ ... ] [obtain sal-
vation) [ ... ] dead one. [ ... ] And all those did not need salvation 
(from the) first, but rather they are [truly) saved, because they exist 
in humility.25 And as for the dead (type of) humanity, its soul, mind, 
and body [are] all [dead]. Sufferings [ .. . ] material (u)uK6v). Some 
[ ... ] The fire [ ... ]."26 Meanwhile, "the second (kind of) human
ity is the immortal soul that exists among the mortals, worrying for 
itself, for it [seeks] whatever is to its advantage in every situation, [and 
it] experiences corporeal suffering. [ ... ] [it has] [an] eternal god. It 
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associates with daimones (8a[µwv)."27 This first type should be 
identified with the souls that "pass away" with the world, prob
ably at the end of time. The second type seems to be ensconced 
in the cycle of reincarnation. Both of these types would probably 
ascend to the moon or Milky Way after death, where they are 
either destroyed in fire or sent back to earth, respectively. 

The third type is "the kind of humanity that exists in the 
Sojourn (napoiKT]<Hc;): 28 when it comes to discover the truth that
exists inside of itself, it is distant from the deeds of others who 
exist wrongly (KaKwc;), being obstacles."29 The fourth, then, is 
the type that repents: "as for the kind of humanity that repents 
(µe1:avoETv), if it leaves the dead things, (and) desires the things 
that actually exist, the immortal mind and immortal soul [ ... ] 
hurrying, for their own sakes, first making an inquiry about it, 
not (about) conduct (np<t�Lc;) but (about) works."30 The fifth type
is the elect: "As for the elect type of humanity, it is the (type) 
that seeks it(self) and its mind, finding both of them. And how 
many powers it has! The type of humanity that has been saved 
is the (type) that has not known these things, 31 [ ••• ] exactly as
they actually exist, but rather it (is) itself32 through the Word, as
it exists [ ... ] it took their [ ... ]33 everywhere, having become
[simple] and one. For this type of race was saved, because it is able 
to pass through (xwpETv) everything. It becomes [ ... ]34 every
thing. If it wants, then :it separates itself again from everything, 
and it withdraws {avaxwpeTv) itself, for it becomes divine, having 
withdrawn to God."35 The reason for providing an alternative
division of the kinds of souls and their fates in the metempsy
chotic aeons is not clear-in fact, the ever-inquisitive seer then 
asks for another set of distinctions! 36 

Nonetheless, one can harmonize the two descriptions in Zos

trianos.37 Noting that the three kinds of "immortal souls" dwell 
with the "utterly perishable souls" (who have four species and 
nine kinds of bodily existence) because of the fall of Sophia, the 
second type of humanity (mortal souls who dwell with the first, 
dead type of humanity) would encompass all immortal souls dur
ing earthly existence. Thus, according to Zostrianos, souls after 
death seem to be transmitted throughout the Sojourn, Repen
tance, Autogenes, and their corresponding Impressions or cop
ies, where there is judgment or punishment. Some immortal souls 
are judged to be sinners caught in the ways of others and are sent 
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First schema: four kinds of souls, three immortal (24-2L-28.22) 

I. Autogenes: contains immortal, self-begotten souls (4 subtypes)

2. Repentance: contains immortal souls for whom knowledge was
enough, sinned, repented, and practiced asceticism (6 subtypes)

IOI 

3. Sojourn; contains immortal souls who are strangers, because they
follow ways of others

4. Mortal-souls: These "utterly perishable souls" have four species and
nine kinds of existence; Immortal souls dwell with them "because of
Sophia."

Second schema: five kinds of humanity, four of them being immortal souls 
( 42.rn-44.22) 

1. Autogenes Aeon; elect, contemplative souls

2. Repentance Aeon; repenting, ascetic individuals drawn to immortal
things

3. Sojourn Aeon: associated with deeds of others, but draws away
from them when it gains self-knowledge

4. Immortal souls that exist amongst the mortals, undergoing reincar
nation in the "Impressions" of the metempsychotic aeons

5. Mortal type of humanity: perishes in fire, probably at the end of
time

Figure 4. The Kinds of Souls in Zostrianos (Listed in Descending Order of 
Ontological Priority) 

back to mortal existence. Immortal (but apparently wayward) 
souls wind up in the Sojourn and Repentance. However, the only 

group referred to as elect are those in the Autogenes who "with
draw to themselves," that is, practice contemplation.38 (See Fig
ure 4 for schemas of the two divisions.) 

Because of the fragmentary nature of the manuscript and the likely 
corrupt quality of its translation from Greek, these passages seem to 
offer more questions than answers. Do they describe the universal 
salvation of humanity?39 Probably not; the first, "mortal" type of soul 
is destroyed, most likely by fire. Other stray passages in the Sethian 
treatises corroborate this reading.40 Thus, humanity is divided into 
the elect, the damned, and souls that are immortal but are not as yet 
fully saved. Second, are immortal souls associated with the Sojourn 
and Repentance aeons then reincarnated, or have they transcended 
the cycle of death and rebirth? And if they are still being reincarnated, 
can they fall from immortality and eventually be destroyed? Put oth
erwise: are they "elect"? 
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RESIDENT ALIENS FOR AN ALIEN GOD 

The background of the terms "sojourner," "repenter," and "self
begotten" reveals the soteriological rank they indicate in Zostrianos.

The term "self-begotten" clearly refers to the elect, and they are, nat
urally, located by the text in the aeon of the Autogenes. As argued 
in Chapter 4, they are also identified as individuals, that is, particu
lar ideas; they are unified in the Protophanes aeon into perfect indi
viduals who exist "as one" or simply "together." The Repentance is 
probably a hypostatization of the repentant act of Sophia following 
her descent into matter and the production of the world.41 Yet what 
exactly souls in this aeon are "repenting" of is not immediately clear, 
nor is its relationship to the Sojourn. A look at the concept of exile in 
Jewish and early Christian literature shows that the Sethian use of it 
derives from contemporary Christian use of what Benjamin Dunning 
dubs the "resident alien topos," the valorization of estrangement from 
the world.42 Thus, the term "sojourners" designates the elect; "repen
ters" could indicate proselytes, converts to Sethian thought. 

The word 1tapol1<t]O'Lc; ("sojourn," "exile") and its cognates are very 
rare, although not completely unknown, to Hellenic writers.43 Greeks 
generally demonized the theme of exile, which represented an alien
ation from public life, especially the civic (political) and cultic (rit
ual) spheres.44 Philo, Plotinus, and Porphyry sometimes describe the 
soul as a wandering foreigner to be freed from the body at death, but 
the metaphor serves ascetic, rather than cultural, ends and represents 
an extreme within Greek philosophical tradition.45 The specific term 
1ta.po[1<t]O'lc; and a theological understanding of the theme of exile is 
more common in ancient Judaism, but understood with ambivalence: 
at best, strangers are to be pitied, patriarchs endure their sojourns 
through faith, and many writers downplay the idea that Israelites 
were anything other than citizens in their own land.46 While the term 
is almost absent in the apocalypses, the Hebrew Bible most com
monly indicates cosmic alienation with ·u ("stranger"), translated 
in the LXX as m1po11coc;.47 It refers to sojourning individuals such as 
Abraham (paralleled by Israel's own exile),48 as well as minorities of 
foreigners living in and dependent on Israel for their well-being (again 
paralleled by Israel's dependence on God).49 The m:,.pm1<oc; is also asso
ciated with the gentile "foreigner" or "stranger" (aA.11.oyev�c;, which 
also translates il), usually idolatrous Hellenes negatively juxtaposed 
with the Jews. so
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Philo's concept of the embodied but wise soul as a stranger on 
earth is atypical for a Jew of the first century CE, but very much "at 
home" in early Christian literature, where negative valuations of 
exile are very rare. 51 Hebrews recalls Septuagintal language about
Abraham's exile to paint him as a successful mxpoLKoc; because of his 
faith.52 r Peter is directed "to the elect, strangers in the world," who 
are encouraged, "as sojourners and strangers, to abstain from sinful 
desires."53 2 Clement assures readers that their sojourn in the flesh
will be short. 54 It also expresses political withdrawal, as in Philippi
ans 3:20, which declares that "our citizenship is in heaven," a theme 
famously echoed by I Clement, the Epistle to Diognetus, and Tertul
lian.55 Clement of Alexandria says that "no one is a stranger to the 
world by nature, their essence being one, and God one. But the elect 
man dwells as a sojourner (6 EKAEKT<>c; we; �evoc; rro;\1Teunm), knowing 
all things to be possessed and disposed of."56 In the Odes of Solomon, 
Jesus identifies himself as a foreigner.57 Origen declares that "we are 
now in an alien land .... For the ruler of this age rules here, and God 
is alien to his sons."58

The resident alien topos is also a positive self-designation in much 
Gnostic literature.59The term seems to have acquired a general sense 
of "elect" to some Gnostics, 60 although in rare cases it was also used
in a derogatory sense as well.61 Basilides, describing the soul incar
nated in matter, said, "I am an exile in the land, and a sojourner 
(rrupo1Koc; ... Kal rraperri&riµoc;) among you. "62 In the Cologne Mani
Codex, once Mani has obtained revelation, he describes himself as a 
"stranger" in his community.63 The resident alien motif survived as a
positive self-designation in Mandaeanism. 64 In the salvation history
of the Sethian Apocalypse of Adam, "strangers" (O)HMO) receive gno
sis, enter another land, and "sojourn" (6'01>,.e). 65 While the purpose of
this activity is not immediately clear, it is obvious that these strangers 
are to be identified with the elect, persecuted by the demiurge Sak
las because they do not obey his commandments. 66 The text's savior
figure, "the Illuminator" (probably Seth himself), descends to earth 
from "foreign air" (oy�Hp t"u:g8-�<;>). 67 

The particular term "foreigner" (or "stranger," u11.11.oyEv�c;) seems 
to have been especially important in Sethian tradition, where it refers 
to Seth himself. After describing the sad fate of the first children of 
Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, LXX 4:25 dubs Seth "another seed" 
(cmepµa ETEpov). Some traditions contrasted this new, superior seed 
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with the sinful seed of Cain (and at times Abel), or simply pronounced 
Seth the father of all humanity.68 Sethian Gnostics, meanwhile, often 
replaced the title "another seed" with "another race" (ai\r..oyev�i:;), as 
did the Sethians (as reported by Epiphanius), who claimed that Seth, 
once born to Adam and Eve, was taken away to heaven to be pro
tected and taught by the angels .before being returned, pneumatic, 
invisible, and safe from the demiurge.69 The Archontic "Books of the 
Foreigners" were associated with "seven books in the name of Seth"; 
in fact, this group simply called Seth 6.i\i\oyev�i:;.70 One of their "Books 
of the Foreigner" is probably a version of the Platonizing Sethian text 
Allogenes (NHC XI,3), which also seems to identify Allogenes with 
Seth. Codex Tchacos contains a fragmentary treatise, whose title 
is unrestored as of yet, which is probably another (Book of) Allo
genes. Its eponymous protagonist argues with Satan, even explain
ing to him that "I am called 'Allogenes,' because I am from another 
race-I am not from your race."71 In the Egyptian Gospel, the "self
begotten" aeon is "alien" (aAi\oyev1oi:;, 6.i\i\oyev�i:;); in Zostrianos, the 
fourth epithet for the fourth light of the Autogenes aeon, Eleleth, is 
"Allogenios."72 

Another instance of a Sethian resident alien is the character Pig
eradamas, a primal, heavenly Adam. As Howard Jackson suggests, 
the name is probably a combination of the Coptic definite article m 
and the Semitic ,:.., "stranger."73 Ontologically speaking, Pigerad
amas seems to occupy the lower reaches of the Autogenes aeon.74 In 
the Three Steles of Seth, Geradamas has a revelatory function and is 
described in ethnic terms: "the perceptible world knows thee because 
of thee and thy seed .... Thou art from another race (nKsnmoc), and 
its place is over another race." 75 

The widespread Sethian use of the resident alien topos as a pos
itive self-designation is the proper background for interpreting the 
meaning and function of the aeon of the Sojourn in Zostrianos, 

Ennead 2.9, and the Untitled Treatise in the Bruce Codex. Cognates 
of 1tapol1<T]O'li:; to discuss themes of exile and sojourning are almost 
nonexistent in Hellenic texts, but quite common in Jewish and Chris
tian literature. (Indeed, Plotinus is puzzled and angered by the inclu
sion of the napo!KT]O'll:; aeon into Sethian cosmology; he does not rec
ognize what it is.) However, Jewish literature almost always uses the 
theme in a negative sense; only Christians (and Christian Gnostics) 
reconfigure the theme to communicate a positive meaning. Thus, as 
recognized by Abramowski, the aeon of the Sojourn in Sethian texts 
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probably had a Christian valence, and it was certainly informed by 
the much wider Sethian discourse about being an "alien" (aHoyev�c;) 
in the world.76 Zostrianos envisions, like the Valentinians or Man
ichaeans, a multitiered body of elect; the sojourners seem to occupy 
the bottoll}. rung. 

How exactly they differ from the repentant and self-begotten souls, 
however, is still obscure. Jackson has observed that the term l1 could 
denote a proselyte (convert} in Hellenistic Judaism, so perhaps the 
same is true of the complex of related "alien" terminology in Sethi
anism.77 Now a sojourner becomes repentant when she or he attains 
inner truth, "distant from the deeds of others"; the phrase "deeds of 
others" recalls exactly the wayward practices of Zostrianos'scommu
nity that he despises.78 By this reasoning, individuals who have aban
doned the ritual practices of other cultures have become participants 
in Sethian ritual life, which seems to be chiefly characterized by bap
tism and especially asceticism.79 If this reading is correct, the Sethian 
terminology for conversion inverts the Jewish sense of "sojourner"; 
the Septuagint specifically translates 1l as 1taponcoc; only when it can

not mean "convert" (TTpou�AuTOc;). 80 

In any case, Zostrianos affirms the doctrine of reincarnation, dis
tinguishing between four kinds of souls: the perishable and three 
elect types, sojourners, repentant, and self-begotten. The background 
of the language about the aeon of the Sojourn is biblical and, in the 
Sethian context, probably Christian, since ancient Jewish literature 
usually employs the motif in a negative sense. One can speculate that 
sojourners are distinguished from other immortal souls by virtue of 
being proselytes, strangers, in the Sethian community; repenters have 
advanced to a higher level without being completely saved. 81 It is clear 
that the only true elect are the self-begotten souls. It is possible that 
this means that while the sojourning and repenting souls still reincar
nate (accounting for the immortal souls who inhabit earth on account 
of Sophia's fall), the self-begotten souls have left the cycle of reincar
na'tion entirely. If so,Zostrianoswould be an early witness to the idea, 
which does not appear in explicit form in extant Neoplatonic sources 
until Porphyry. 82 

It is reasonable to export this reconstruction of Sethian personal 
eschatology from Zostrianos to the rest of Sethian literature. Its dis
tinctive terminology is widespread in Sethian texts: the metempsy
chotic aeons also appear in Ennead 2.9, Marsanes, and the Unti

tled Treatise in the Bruce Codex; the aeon of Repentance is in the 
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Egyptian Gospel; the resident alien topos that informs the Sojourn 
aeon is in the Apocryphon of John, the Three Steles of Seth, Zostria
nos, and Allogenes. Some model like that proposed here (as in Figures 
3 and 4) appears to undergird the entire tradition; certainly all the 
texts are compatible with it. 

LEFT BEHIND 

The key difference between Sethian and Platonic conceptions of 
providence, then, is soteriological:, while it extends to all individu
als, it does not necessarily save all individuals. 83 Plato himself would 
agree that some people will simply be punished in the afterlife on 
account of their poor choices; yet he and his readers in the late Pla
tonic schools also assumed that such souls would eventually reincar
nate into an infinitude of other lives, some of which would be bet
ter, some of them worse. However, two of the Platonizing Sethian 
treatises, Marsanes and Zostrianos, affirm that the world will be 
destroyed; other passages about the "dissolution" of souls assume 
that its inhabitants will perish as well. If the cycle of reincarnation 
ends for all beings, then some (presumably most) of them will not 
be among the elect perfect individuals at the end of time, and "pass 
away" with the world. Such a view is mocked and deeply criticized 
in Against the Gnostics. 

In other words, cosmic eschatology has ramifications for personal 
eschatology. Yet in an effort to harmonize the Sethian treatises with 
contemporary Platonism, modern scholars have read these passages 
as presuming just the opposite. For instance, Marsanes asserts that 
"the entire defilement (.x.cm.»H) {was saved (THp{4 oyz.e]e1)] ... <I> 
have come to know it, the intelligible (vo�wc;) world; <l have come 
to know>, 84 as I was deliberating that in every way is the sensible 
(aio0rrr6c;) world worthy of being saved entirely (2>.Tpeqoy.x.ee! [Ttt]p4). 
[For] I have not ceased speaking [of the] Autogenes." 85 In Marsanes, 
the Autogenes aeon preserves the world through its demiurgical activ
ity, as did the Thrice-Male Child in other Sethian treatises.86 Scholars 
have used this passage as justification for making heavy restorations 
to a lacunose passage of Zostrianos that envisions the Autogenes as 
the savior of the world, through ensuring its eternal preservation. 87 

These restorations are themselves questionable, but more impor
tantly, they produce the untenable scenario that Plotinus's Gnostic 
friends produced Sethian apocalypses in support of their thought that 
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nonetheless conflicted with their own views about cosmic eschatol
ogy, while agreeing with those of Plotinus. 

Rather, Zostrianos envisions a world with an end. At the end of his 
sermon, the seer invites his hlarer or reader to 

look at the dissolution (oya)TB) of this place, and follow the indissolu
ble unbegottenness (tHNTil..THtce) ... Dissolve (sa.x esoll.) yourselves, 
and that which has bound you will be dissolved. Save yourselves so 
that it (i.e., the soul) will be saved! The loving Father has sent you the 
Savior (crwT�p) and he has strengthened you. Why do you hesitate? 
Seek, when you are sought. Listen, when you are invited. For time 
(xpovo<;) is short. Do not be deceived; great is the aeon of the aeon of 
the living, (and great are) the punishments of those who remain un
persuaded. Many are the bondages and the torturers that seek you. 
Flee quickly, before destruction reaches you. Look to the light, and 
flee from the darkness. Do not be led astray to your destruction!88 

We need not then read Marsanes as breaking from Sethian tradition 
in affirming the eternity of the cosmos, but as entailing a sense of 
monism whose contours are not clear. It could be an oblique allu
sion to the common Judeo-Christian idea, known to Plotinus's Chris
tian friends and the Untitled Treatise in the Bruce Codex, of a "new 
earth," an eternal "heavenly" realm that will replace the material cos
mos upon its destruction at the eschaton. 89 Another option is that the 
Autogenes "saves" the cosmos from its own dissoluble character in an 
act of divine providence, an idea common to philosophers across sec
tarian and confessional boundaries.90 The close association we saw 
in Chapter 4 of the Autogenes aeon with salvific activity and the Bar
belo, the first thought of the Invisible Spirit, suppor ts the hypothesis 
that its maintenance of the cosmos is a providential activity. 

However, Christians such as Athenagoras and Origen held that 
God could also allow the world to eventually pass away.91 Marsanes' 

references to the "end times" and the fate of sinners appear to agree: 
" ... It is necessary [for you, (Marsanes), to know] those that are 
higher than these and tell them to the powers. For you (masc. sg.) will 
become [elect] with the elect ones {NeTC2>.Tfi) [in the last] times ([2>.N�] 
�(iE!Y NNeoy2>.etCl))."92 Salvific revelation appears to be open to all, but is 
rejected by the "sinners," who will be destroyed. Zostrianos says (prob
ably of the dead kind of humanity) that "because they did not know 
god, they shall pass away (sru}I. eso}l.)."93 The luminaries of Allogenes 

claim that someone who mistakenly identifies God with his attributes 
"has not known God" and is "liable to judgement."94 Both treatises 
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refer to "judges" and "judging" of souls. 95 It does not appear that any 
Sethian text is universalist.96 

There is therefore continuity between the various "cosmic" escha
tologies of the Sethian treatises, for the non-Platonizing treatises also 
assert that this world will end. The Trimorphic Protennoia describes 
the "coming end of the aeon (e�[c'.]H Mn�tOJN 6TN�O)(Dne)," which is 
followed by the harrowing of hell and the arrival of an aeon that 
is "without change" (n�i 6T6 HNT�4 HH�Y NOYO)lB6).97 The Apoca

lypse of Adam refers to three cataclysms: flood, fire, and the arrival 
of the messianic Illuminator, after which "the whole creation that 
came from the dead earth will be under the authority of death."98 

The Egyptian Gospel also refers to the cataclysms of flood, fire, and 
the consummation (cruv,D,e1a) of the aeon.99 Seth exists to found the 
immovable race, because of which "[the] silence [and the] voice might 
appear, so that the [dead] aeon [may raise itself,] [and] (finally) dis
solve (xa,aAt'.>eiv)."100 

As far as Plotinus was concerned, the "dissolution of the present 
aeon" was tantamount to a rejection of the Platonic (and Aristotelian) 
doctrine of the material world's eternal existence: "When is it (the 
demiurge) going to destroy it (the world)? For if it was sorry it had 
made it, what is it waiting for? If it is not sorry now for creating the 
world, then why will it be sorry later? Or, if it is waiting for the souls 
of the 'Individuals' (,a<; Ka0' i:Kacrwv 'i'UXO.<;), then why haven't they all 
come yet?" 101 Notably, he jeers at the Platonizing treatises' references 
to the elect as "individuals." He adds that "they introduce all sorts of 
comings into being and passings away (yevfow.:; Kal q,0opa<;)," reflect
ing their fundamental misunderstanding of Plato's account of cre
ation in the Timaeus, which is not a literal description of an anthro
pomorphic demiurge discursively reasoning his way through forming 
the cosmos but a "likely story" representing eternal, divine contem
plative activity.102 The Gnostics are "people who assume a beginning 
for what is eternal; then, they think that the cause of the creating was 
a being who turned from one thing to the next and thus changed."103 

Plotinus is in the mainstream of Platonists in asserting the incor
ruptibility of the created cosmos, a thesis often leveled against Jewish 
and Christian eschatology.104 A common strategy was to concede vis
ible, physical change while affirming the world's fundamental eter
nity, a view held by both Plato and Aristotle.105 Celsus and others 
mocked the dramatic language associated with eschatology in scrip
ture, drawing from the greater wellspring of philosophical critique of 
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myth.106 Sallustius and Macarius Magnes' Hellenic interlocutor, like 
Plotinus, emphasize how Christian cosmogony and eschatology com
promised God's eternal creative activity, arguing that "the universe 
itself must be imperishable ... because if it perishes, God must nec
essarily make either a better or a worse or the same or disorder." 107 

Most of the Sethian treatises do not say what the future aeon 
might look like-the Egyptian Gospel and Trimorphic Protennoia 

· do not say whether there will be a new world at all, while Plotinus's
Gnostics and the Untitled treatise appear to be familiar with a new
earth-but each of the three attacks levied by Hellenes against Chris
tian eschatology certainly could be levied against the Sethian liter
ature surveyed here.108 Indeed, early Christian literature is replete
with descriptions of a: final judgment of souls, the end of the world,
and the reconstitution of the world as an eternal, perfect kingdom.109 

While some of the church fathers may have attempted to reconcile
biblical accounts of the destruction of the cosmos with Greek philos
ophy, no such attempt appears to be made in the Sethian texts, whose
foreboding, paraenecic tone is more in agreement with contemporary
apocalypses as well as non-Sethian Gnostic texts.11° Absent from the
Sethian texts is the language of hope about the "new creation" or
nondestructive transformation that one occasionally finds in Jew
ish and Christian eschatological passages.111 Even when the eventual
reconstitution of the world is emphasized, its prior cosmic dissolu
tion is presumed.

At the same· time, Sethian eschatology remains distinctive in the
landscape of early Christianity, since it appears to eschew the doc
trine of the cosmic destruction by fire (eK1tupwm<;) that was popular
among Christian Platonists, such as the Valentinians or Justin Mar
tyr. Moreover, the soteriology of Zostrianos affirms both the doc
trines of reincarnation and the end of the world, a view shared by
only a few Christian-writers, associated with Gnosticism: Basilides,
Elchasai, Mani, and the author(s) of Pistis Sophia.112 Notably, two of
these-Elchasai and Mani-are also associated with Jewish Chris
tianity, affirming multiple descents of the same revealer and draw
ing liberally on Jewish apocalyptic traditions. Finally, it is worth
emphasizing the internal diversity of Sethian cosmic eschatology:113 

much as with the authors of the apocalypses and the New Testament,
some Sethian texts appealed to traditions, going back to Isaiah, of the
world's need for posccatastrophic reconstitution as a new earth, an
idea that, it seems, Plotinus singled out for ridicule. Others, including
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Zostrianos, Marsanes, and probably Allogenes, were content to focus 
on the dissolution of this aeon. -

CONCLUSION: A HELLENIC CRITIQUE 

OF GNOSTIC ESCHATOLOGY 

Zostrianos holds that the postmortem fate of the soul is to ascend to 
heaven and experience reincarnation. While it is clear that some souls 
are not elect, there are also grades of the elect, including sojourn
ers (or strangers), repenters, and the self-begotten. Only the latter 
appear to have entirely escaped the cycle of reincarnation. However, 
all these souls are characterized by membership in the seed of Seth, 
which appears to be open to all beings who hear the Gnostic "call" of 
Seth himself, having manifested in history in the guise of saviors and 
seers; this latter tradition is probably related to contemporary Jew
ish-Christian soteriology as reflected in the Pseudo-Clementines or 
accounts about the Elchasaites and Ebionites. Persistent use of the res
ident alien motif and ethnic reasoning is strongly reminiscent of con
temporary Christian and Gnostic descriptions of the elect as a race 
of sojourners, divine beings temporarily locked out of heaven. More
over, it is central to the controversy between Plotinus and the Chris
tian Gnostic readers of the Platonizing Sethian apocalypses, reflecting 
the latter's rejection of the Hellenic public sphere in its political and 
cultic permutations.114 

However, ethnic reasoning was not problematic on account of sup
posed determinism but because of its relationship to providence. The 
Sethian identification of the self-begotten elect as (perfect) individu
als unified by providence (the Barbelo) assigns them a position where 
only individuals who have chosen to join the ethnically circumscribed 
elect, rather than all individuals, are saved. This position was viciously 
attacked by Hellenic critics of Christianity. According to Zostrianos, 

Marsanes, and (probably) Allogenes, non-elect souls will be destroyed 
along with the rest of the material world at the end of time. This, too, 
resembles a position held by contemporary Christians and Gnostics 
that was central to their polemical encounters with Hellenic intellec
tuals. While it is clear that the treatises are deeply involved in con
temporary Platonism, when it comes to personal eschatology, Sethian 
texts appear to have preferred an approach that was certainly unique, 
but overall much more compatible with contemporary Judeo-Chris
tian thought than Hellenic philosophy_ll5 



The Ascent III 

Moreover, the emphasis on personal eschatology in the Platoniz
ing Sethian texts ought not to be confused with a lack of eschatology 
in general or a movement away from apocalyptic themes or use of 
the apocalyptic genre.116 Indeed, what Turner terms the "horizontal" 
Sethian treatises do emphasize cosmic eschatology while the "ver
tical" treatises emphasize personal eschatology, but the dichotomy 
should not be drawn too sharply, and does not extend to a corre
sponding dichotomy between eschatologies historical and realized.117 

"Horizontal" and "vertical," with corresponding eschatologies "cos
mic" and "personal," are not the most helpful terms to distinguish the 
Platonizing apocalypses from the rest of the Sethian tradition. The 
same is true of the "ascent and descent" distinction. Certainly the 
Platonizing texts are imbued with Neoplatonic thought and focus on 
cont:emplative ascent rather than soteriology, but, as argued in Chap
ter 4, they also presume a soteriological schema featuring the avatars 
of Seth as descending saviors. 

Scholarship has long overemphasized the personal and realized 
character of Gnostic eschatology, especially in contrast to apocalyp
tic eschatology, which shares its "dualism," "pessimism," or interior
ization or negation of history.U8 Scholarship has interrogated these 
cliches and found them wanting, but there does seem to be a peculiar 
affinity between texts usually described as "Gnostic" and the apoca
lyptic genre. Thus MacRae argues: "Both apocalyptic and Gnosticism 
center on the acquisition (by revelation) and the communication of a 
knowledge that exercises saving power in the present by its future-ori
ented content .... The latter is one manifestation of the former, albeit 
in extreme form."119 It is the distinctive apocalyptic truth claim-the
acquisition of undistilled, saving knowledge from beyond, thanks to 
a supernatural mediator-that lends apocalyptic and Gnostic texts a 
common character. 

Often, this claim is made about the unverifiable realm of personal 
eschatology. An essentially doxographical approach has been levied 
here in hopes of diagnosing how the authors of the Sethian literature 
thought about the postmortem fate of the soul with respect to con
temporary Hellenic and Christian thought. Yet such speculations
and the accounts about them contained in the ancient apocalypses
mirror the ecstatic experiences of real people anticipating death.12° 
These experiences, these practices of the authors and readers of the 
Sethian literature, remain to be examined. 



CHAPTER 6 

The Crown 

The ritual practices described in Marsanes (NHC X,1) are distinc
tive among the Platonizing Sethian literature, encompassing such 
diverse activities as alphabet mysticism and the use of arcane rit
ual instruments.1 Scholars have thus referred to these practices and 
the greater range of rituals in Sethian literature (such as baptism) as 
"Sethian theurgy."2 For philosophers like lamblichus and Proclus, 
"theurgy" (0wupyia)-"god-work" (0foc; + epyov)-included purifi
cation, hymns, prayers, the animation of statues, possession, the con
juration of spirits, and mystical contemplation, derived mainly from 
the second-century Chaldean Oracles. 3 Use of the term "theurgy" 
to describe the rituals of the Sethian Gnostic literature thus implies 
that Sethian engagement with the Neoplatonic tradition went beyond 
metaphysics and entered the realm of ritual practice. After all, recent 
scholarship has emphasized Gnosticism's persistent engagement with 
Neoplatonism, as discussed in the Introduction. 

A close look at the provenance and mechanics of Sethian ritual 
offers a different perspective. Zostrianos deals with celestial baptism 
and ecstatic speech;4 the Three Steles of Seth and Allogenes employ 
ecstatic speech and prayer, but no baptism; Marsanes, meanwhile, 
refers to magical objects and contains a protracted discussion of the 
properties of the letters of the alphabet. It is less well known that the 
same texts also describe the transformation of the seer into an angel, 
or beings even greater than angels. In each of these cases, it is clear 
that Sethian ritual and mysticism is at odds with contemporary Hel
lenic intellectual conversation about theurgy and best contextualized 
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with reference to ancient Christian and Jewish mystical literature. 
Sethian literature, rather, extols the use of "barbarian speech" in 
"alien hymns" to elicit transformation into supra-angelic beings, vio
lating the Neoplatonic hierarchy of beings where human souls are 
inferior to divine powers. Just as Sethian concepts of revelation, prov
idence, and salvation are incumbent on a rupture in the cosmos that 
annuls a prior rupture in heaven-the unfortunate creation of the 
cosmos and the trapping of human souls within it-Sethian diviniza
tion turns the Platonic cosmos on its head, identifying certain human 
souls as superior to all but the Invisible Spirit itself. Viewing Sethian 
practices against this backdrop also helps sort out difficult hermeneu
tic questions about the language used to describe these practices, and 
permits hypothesis about how and for what the texts were used. 

ALIEN HYMNS 

Sethian literature is distinct among Gnostic traditions in its fondness 
for strings of letters peppering the manuscripts-so-called alpha
bet mysticism or vowel spells-but some aspects of their function, 
particularly their relationship to angelic beings, remain little under-· 
stood. In Marsanes, this technique appears to be harmonized with 
contemporary Platonic psychology. After a discussion of the makeup 
of the intelligible realm, the treatise's discourse shifts to the subject 
of the manipulation of the soul through meditation on the zodiac 
and the alphabet. These pages of the manuscript are highly muti
lated but appear to identify five "configurations" of the soul evoked 
by use of four kinds of letters, corresponding to the cosmic Soul, its 
composition, and its various kinds of movement (described in Plato's 
Timaeus 3p-36d):5 Next, the text describes powers of syllabic com
binations, and, eventually, words.6 The author of the text employed 
this alphabet mysticism as one of a variety of anagogic techniques, 
which together formed a part of a greater "lecture series" of mys
tical exercises.7 This series appears to have been focused on show
ing individuals how to change the "configuration" of their soul. The 
"why" of Marsanes' alphabetic mysticism is thus clear, but the "how" 
remains mysterious. 8 

Although the state of the manuscript leaves much to the imagina
tion, Marsanes' alphabet mysticism appears to invoke and in some 
way compel the aid of angels in order to effect its rectification of the 
fallen soul's condition. As Birger Pearson notes, the transition to the 
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section of the treatise dealing with the zodiac and the alphabet is intro
duced with an imperative: "Name them!" (eptoNoH2>.Ze).9 '"Naming,' 
or 'calling upon' the gods and the angels," he continues, "involves not 
only knowing their names but being able to pronounce their names 
correctly in chants or incantations. The purpose of this exercise is to 
effect the ascension of the soul past the astral barriers inhabited by 
these 'gods' and 'angels."' 10 Thus, the manipulation of the shape of 
the soul is achieved through a heavenly journey that in turn requires 
the naming of angels. 

Are the letters of the Greek alphabet the angelic names themselves? 
Probably not, but they do seem to have power over the relationship 
between humans and angels. Marsanes holds that angels are difficult 
beings who must be placated or coerced in order for the ascent to pro
ceed apace. A description of some of the syllables contrasts the seer 
with angels: "but the rest are different: aPEPT'IPLPoP, in order that you 
[masc. sg.] might [gather] them, be separated from the angels, and 
produce some effects." 11 Another passage, whose subject is unfortu
nately lost, asserts that "they did not stop without being revealed, 
nor did they stop without naming the angels .... For these reasons, 
we have acquired sufficiency; for it is fitting that each one acquire 
power for himself to bear fruit, and that we never cast aspersions [on] 
the mysteries." 12 Part of Marsanes' teaching about the power of the 
alphabet thus involves the separation of the seer from angelic beings 
during the heavenly journey through being able to name them; pre
sumably, further celestial advancement elicits "psychic reconfigura
tion." An important clue from the Bruce Codex (discussed later in 
this chapter) indicates that the seer Marsanes was reckoned in Sethian 
tradition to possess a status superior to that of the angels, perhaps 
earned, in part, through knowing the proper names, that is, psychic 
properties of the alphabet.13 

Other Sethian texts also feature alphabet mysticism but focus on 
ecstatic speech within doxologies, particularly as associated with the 
"Doxomedon-aeon" ("aeon of the Lord of Glory"). The Egyptian 

Gospel, for instance, offers a brief vowel spell where the letters are 
each written twenty-two times-the number of letters in the Hebrew 
alphabet: 14 

Domedon Doxomedon came forth, the aeon of the aeons, and 
the [throne (9p6voc;)] which is in him, and the powers [that] sur
round him, the glories and the [incorruptible beings]. [The] Father 
of the great [light] that came forth from the silence is [the great 
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Doxomedon]-aeon in whom (the Thrice-Male] Child rests. And 
the throne of his [glory] was established [in it], [this one] which 
is unrevealable name [is written], on the tablet (nu�oc;) [ ... ] one 
is the Word, the [Father] [of the light] of the entirety, the one 
[who came] forth from the silence, while he rests in the silence, he 
whose name [is] an [invisible] symbol. [A] hidden, [invisible] mys
tery proceeded from lllllllllllllllllll[lll] HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHl;l[HH o] 
000000000000000000000 yy [ yyy Jyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy eBeeii [ ... l 
€6€6666€6€6€€€€6 ll..ll..ll..ll..ll..ll..ll..[ll..ll..ll..ll..]ll..ll..ll..ll..ll..ll..l>.l>.l>.ll..ll.. QJ ID QJ ID QJ ID Q) 

cp[IDIDID] ID ID ID ID ID ID ID m ID m CD And [thus] did the three powers 
bless the [Great], Invisible, unnamable, virginal, uncallable Spirit 
and [its] male virgin.15 

Also known in the text as the "great aeon" and the Domedon
Doxomedon {"Lord of the House-Lord of Glory"),16 this aeon seems 
to designate not a single entity but a place, evidently the divine 
throne room in which the soteriological entity, the Thrice-Male 
Child, resides.17 The title "Lord of Glory" is a common designation 
for God as the judge on his throne in various doxologies in r Enoch.18 

The appellation enjoyed an afterlife not only in Sethian but also in 
Manichaean literature.19 

In the Platonizing Sethian text Zostrianos, this same Doxomedon 
aeon is mentioned briefly in the context of a discussion of the aeons 
of the Protophanes subaeon of Barbelo. 20 Significantly, the discourse 
immediately moves on to an ecstatic doxology of the Supreme Being, 
the source of the living individuals (i.e., the elect) joined together in 
the Protophanes: "<po17 (017 (17017 (11ori (wm (wm (aw (T)OOO (170'EV �l70'EV! 
The individuals are alive, and (so are) the four, who are seven-fold! 
T]000017a17w! It is you who is before them, it is you who is (with)in 
them all, and they are in the Protophanes, perfect male Harmedon, 
the Activity of all those who exist together! " 21 Another vowel dox
ology is directed by the Barbelo herself toward the One: "I live in 
[ ... ] you live, One. [ ... ] The one] who is three lives;22 it is you 
who are three, which is three multiplied, [ ... ] E E E, the first of 
seven, [ , .. ] the third [ ... ] the second [ ... ] EEEE aaaaaaa."23 Alla

genes features no extant vowel spells, but a noteworthy passage men
tions a celestial feminine entity (probably Barbelo, although a lacuna 
hides the subject) who "manifested by means of an Activity that is 
at rest and silent, having made a sound (ipooy) like this: 'ZZA ZZA 
ZZA!' And when she heard the power and was filled ... "24 Another 
lacuna interrupts the description, but four lines later the reader is 
immersed in another doxology, probably uttered by Allogenes' 
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angelic interlocutor, Youel, directed toward Armedon, probably 
related to the "Protophanes, perfect male Harmedon" mentioned by 
Zostrianos: "Thou art great, Armedon! Thou art perfect, Epipha
neus! But according to the Activity that is thine, the second power 
and Understanding, -that which derives from Blessedness: Autoer, 
Beritheus, Erigenaor, Orimenaios, Aramen, Alphages, Elelioupheus, 
Lalameus, Yetheus, Noetheus! Thou (masc. sg.) art great; whosoever 
knows [you], 25 knows the entirety. You are one, You are one, the 
one that is good, Aphredon! You are the aeon of the aeons, the one 
that exists for eternity."26 Here, Aphredon is also called "aeon of the 
aeons," a title associated with the Doxomedon aeon-Autogenes in 
the Egyptian Gospel and, as we will see, the Son in the Trimorphic 

Protennoia. 27 

At times, the Sethian doxologies employ extensive abbreviation 
or codes that only superficially resemble ecstatic speech. A good 
example is from the Trimorphic Protennoia: "they blessed the per
fect son, the Christ, the only-begotten God. And they gave glory, 
saying, 'he exists! He exists! The Son of God, the Son of God, it is 
he [who] exists, Aeon of aeons, beholding the aeons that he begot. 
For you begot them by your will alone-for this reason, we glorify 
you: Ml>.. M<D ID ID ID El<>,. El ON El the Aeon of [aeons], the aeon which 
he gave."'28 The Greek letters at the end of the doxology are not an 
ecstatic utterance at all, but say in Coptic, "Meirotheia! Meirotheo! 
Thrice-great," and then in Greek, "thou art first, thou art (the 
one who) exists! Thou art the Aeon of the aeons!"29 One can pro
duce other examples in the Egyptian Gospel and Zostrianos, when 
Ephesech utters praise of the Thrice-Male Child, "Akron [ ... ] The 
thrice-male, [five]fold first and last, twice times 10,000 times three 
(in) [one] (<>,.o.[o.<>,.<>..] rororornm SI TPEIC �[ic]).30 You are a spirit from
spirit; you are light [from] light, you are [silence] from silence, you 
[are] Comprehension (evvma) from Comprehension, the son [ ... ],31 

seven ... ??[ ... ] ???"32 The passage concludes with a mysterious 
sigil in the manuscript; like the quadrangles interrupting a speech 
in the manuscript of Trimorphic Protennoia, 33 the purpose of these 
cryptograms and their proximity to Sethian tradition (as opposed to 
the transmission of the texts in Coptic) remain unknown. 

At first glance, it does not appear that these diverse sorts of alphabet 
mysticism have much in common: in Marsanes, an author knowledge
able of scholarship on the Greek alphabet has applied that learning to 
contemporary Platonic psychology, yet in the context of obtaining the 
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aid of or mastery over angels. In the Egyptian Gospel, vowel spells 
seem to be associated with the praise of the supreme deity having 
manifested himself on the Merkabah, which has been hypostatized 
into a second god itself, Doxomedon, "aeon of the aeons," also asso
ciated with the Autogenes. In Zostrianos, this deity seems to be asso
ciated instead with the Protophanes aeon, or (H)armedon, who also 
appears in a doxology in Allogenes following on some kind of "buzz
ing" sound produced by a feminine entity, probably the Barbelo. Yet 
in each case, alphabet mysticism is part of praise of the supreme being 
at a particularly high level of heavenly ascent, and the encounter with 
the second permutation of Barbelo (Domedon-Doxomedon or Pro
tophanes). Most importantly, these doxologies are associated with 
angels: in Marsanes, with naming and separating oneself from them; 
in the -Egyptian Gospel, with joining the angelic "glories" inhabiting 
the divine throne room; in Zostrianos similarly, except with the "glo
ries" here described in the Platonic jargon of elect "unified individu
als"; and in Allogenes, with the angel Youel, who utters the ecstatic 
praise to show the doxologies to the seer, who in turn presumably 
passes them on to his readers. The seers-and their readers-appear 
to participate in the praise of the first principle taking place in heaven, 
among the angels. As we will see, Marsanes does not ignore or dis
pense with this aspect of Sethian tradition, but rather presumes it and 
articulates what is implicit in the other Platonizing Sethian texts: that 
the seer himself has been transmogrified, divinized, made superior to 
the angels, and thus possesses power over them. 

Turner proposes a different philosophical context for Sethian use 
of "syllables of power"-the esoteric Platonism of Hermetic litera
ture and lamblichus. 34 In Corpus Hermeticum tractate 16, the author 
claims that the discourse of Hermes he is about to report 

will be entirely unclear when the Greeks eventually desire to trans
late our (Egyptian) language to their own and thus produce in 
writing the greatest distortion and unclarity. But this discourse, 
expressed in our nation's language, keeps clear the meaning of its 
words. The very quality of the speech and the <Sound> of Egyp
tian words have in themselves the energy of the objects they speak 
of. Therefore ... keep this discourse uninterpreted, lest mysteries 
of such greatness come to the Greeks, lest the extravagant, flaccid, 
and (as it were) dandified Greek idiom extinguish something stately 
and concise, the energetic idiom of (Egyptian) usage .... This is the 
philosophy of the Greeks, an inane foolosophy of speeches (tcnlv 
'EHtjvwv cptAoooq>ia A6ywv '{16cpoi;).35 
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Under the guise of the Egyptian priest "Abamon," Iamblichus replies 
to the critique of invocation leveled by his teacher, Porphyry, which 
he quotes: 

"but invocations (KA�aw;)," the objection goes, "are addressed to the 
gods as if they were subject to external influence (£µna0£i<;), so that it 
is not only daemons that are thus subject, but also the gods." In fact, 
however, your assumption, (dear Porphyry), is not correct. For the 
illumination that comes about as a result of invocations that reveal 
and will themselves, and is far removed from being drawn down 
by force, but rather proceeds to manifestation by reason of its own 
divine energy and perfection, is as far superior to (human) voluntary 
motion as the divine will of the Good is to the life of ordinary delib
eration and choice. It is by virtue of such will, then, that the gods in 
their benevolence and graciousness unstintingly shed their light upon 
theurgists, summoning up their souls to themselves and orchestrat
ing their union with them, accustoming them, even while still in the 
body, to detach themselves from their bodies, and to turn themselves 
towards their eternal and intelligible first principle. 36 

Both passages are relevant to Sethian alphabet mysticism, since they 
deal with two major topics of debate among Platonists about lan
guage: the cultural politics of using foreign words (6v6µa.m �ap�a.pa.) 
in a Greek environment and the {im)possibility of humans wielding 
power over the divine, their superiors, with mere words. 

The harmonization of ecstatic speech with alphabetic speculation is 
attested relatively early in Middle Platonism by the Neopythagorean 
Nicomachus of Gerasa (second century CE). 37 But in the third cen
tury CE, the use of "foreign sounds" in a Greek philosophical environ
ment was challenged by Plotinus and especially Porphyry, in the con
text of the Gnostic controversy. In Ennead 2.9, Plotinus denigrates his 
Gnostic friends' use of the practice, for "when they write magic chants 
(enaouSa�), intending to address them to these powers, not only to Soul 
but to those above it as well, what are they doing except making the 
powers obey the word and follow the lead of people who say spells 
and charms and conjurations, any one of us who is well skilled in the 
art of saying precisely the right things in the right way, songs and cries 
and aspirated and hissing sounds (µt11.11 Kal �XoU<; Ka.l rrpoo1tvEvow; Ka.l 
myµou� n'j� cpwvfj�) and everything else which their writings say has 
magic power in the higher world? But even if they do not want to say 
this, how are the incorporeal beings affected by sounds (miic; cpwvai� 
,a aac.ilµa.-ra.)?"38 While Plotinus mocks the kind of sounds made by 
the Gnostics during their invocations, he is more concerned with the 
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philosophical implications of the practice, that is, that human souls 
could have power over divine beings, and more specifically that corpo
real utterances could affect any incorporeal entity. Plutarch had earlier 
speculated that the language of spirits is superior to and more rarefied 
than human language, 39 but Plotinus questions the efficacy of physical 
speech itself in the context of dealing with the intelligible world. 

Porphyry addresses each of these themes in his attack on theurgic 
practices, the Letter to Anebo. While Plotinus is content to mock the 
meaningless utterances of the theurgists, Porphyry explicitly attacks 
them for sounding like barbarian nonsense: "And what is the point 
of meaningless words (cicr11µa 6v6µa-ra)? Why, out of all the mean
ingless words, are the barbaric preferred to our own? For if whoever 
hears them looks to their signification, it is sufficient that the concep
tion (evvma) remains the same, whatever the words may be that are 
used. For (the God) who is invoked is not Egyptian by race; nor, if he 
were Egyptian, would he use the Egyptian, or, in short, any human 
language. For either all these are the artificial fabrications of sorcer
ers (yo�-rwv ... ,exvacrµa-ra), and veils originating from our passions 
through offering devotions to the God, or we naively hold concep
tions about divinity contrary to reality."40 

Porphyry here echoes a similar criticism, leveled by Celsus, of the 
Orientalizing fashion of using barbaric, exotic names for the deity 
instead of one's native Greek.41 (Rhetorically, the move is subtle: 
while the argument is that God has no preference with respect to lan -
guage, for Celsus and Porphyry both, the default one resorts to is, of 
course, Greek.) He also reca1ls Plotinus's discomfort with a hierarchy 
in which a theurgist has power over celestial, incorporeal beings: "It 
confounds me endl�ssly, (the idea) that those who invoke superior 
beings command them as though they were actually their inferiors."42 

In De mysteriis, Iamblichus responds to all these charges under 
the auto-Orientalizing pose of the priest "Abammon." He defends 
ecstatic use of meaningless words, arguing that the words only appear 
meaningless because their divine nature is ineffable, which makes the 
words even more divine. Their intellectual symbolic relationship to 
divine things is also present in the human soul.43 As for barbarian 
names, the gods granted the "meaningless" incantations to the Egyp
tians and Assyrians specifically for religious ceremonies; therefore, 
their Oriental provenance is sanctioned by heaven. Moreover, the Ori
ental tongues are more ancient, and thus superior, so their traditional 
names for the gods should be preserved, remaining untranslated.44 
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Iamblichus agrees with Plotinus and Porphyry that no human 
could have authority or power over the gods. Rather, as the sole active 
agents in the theophany, divine beings elevate the theurgist who uses 
incantations.45 His defense of the divine hierarchy-where humans 
are at the bottom-is most clearly articulated in his defense of ani
mal sacrifice. Porphyry charges theurgists with claiming to "feed" 
the gods in sacrifice, which would ostensibly make them superior to 
the gods; Iamblichus recognizes the problem, but denies that theur
gists are doing any such thing: "Why, then, do the advocates of this 
view (of Porphyry's) not go on to overturn the whole order of nature, 
so as to place us in a higher rank, and make us more powerful (than 
the daemons)? For if they make us the nourishers and fulfillers of 
the needs of the daemons, we will be causally superior to the dae
mons; for it is a general rule that each thing derives its nurture and 
fulfillment from that to which it owes its generation .... For Soul is 
brought to completion by Intellect, and Nature by Soul, and all other 
things similarly are nourished by their causes. If, then, it is impos
sible that we are the originating causes of daemons, by the same 
reasoning we are not responsible for their nourishment."46 Similarly, 
in responding to Porphyry's more general charge that theurgists' 
attempts to draw demons and divine powers down into the corporeal 
sphere disregards the stature befitting incorporeal beings, "Abam
mon" simply rejects the idea that theurgists operate on the worldly 
level at all.47 Rather, they interact with the transcendent realm using 
rites that are powered by the gods; thus the theurgists "imitate the 
order of the gods."48 

While the fusion of ecstatic speech and speculation about the psy
chic properties of the alphabet thus appears to go back to the earli
est Platonic theurgists, discussion of the practice in the schools of 
the third and fourth centuries CE focused on its implications for two 
ongoing debates: the worth of Oriental wisdom, and how to respect 
divine agency in ritual. The authors of the Platonizing Sethian trea
tises must have been aware of these questions, but they were not inter
ested in articulating their own theoretical position, as Origen did.49 

Rather, their texts simply employ ecstatic speech and alphabet mysti
cism. While clearly educated in the highest tiers of Hellenic learning, 
they reject the Hellenocentric criticism of barbarian ecstatic speech 
proffered by Plotinus and Porphyry. Instead, like the Chaldean Ora

cles, the Corpus Hermeticum, and Iamblichus, they auto-Oriental
ize, intentionally blending their Greek metaphysics with exotic hymns 
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and ululations. No sign of actual knowledge of Oriental languages 
is evident; for instance, the author of the Egyptian Gospel mentions 
Semitic letters on a wooden plank adorning the Merkabah, but shows 
no sign of being able to actually read them. 50 

However, Marsanes departs from Iamblichus in assuming 
that its "syllables of power" do indeed carry force in the heav
enly realms; presumably, "naming" the angels gives one power 
over them and even "separates" one from them. For lamblichus, 
such an irruption of power from below is impossible. At best, such 
attempts to gain power over divine beings-base magic-sim
ply fail, as opposed to the attempts of theurgists. Human beings, 
with their fallen, descended souls, owe the efficacy of theurgy to 
the downward flow of divine power through a hierarchy of gods, 
daimones, and divine souls. 

The ecstatic speech in the rest of Sethian literature also recalls 
magical, not theurgic, texts. Strings of vowels commonly adorn mag
ical papyri, such as P.London Or. MS 6796: "Yea yea, for I adjure 
you [by the] dew of heaven and the fat of the land. I adjure you by 
[the] cup of blessing that [is placed before me ... ] until [ ... holy]. I 
[adjure] you [today by] your own very [head] and your [holy taberna
cle] and the power of the [holy] vowels, [which] are these: AAA 000 
MMM. [ ... ] holy god, I invoke [you-I], Severus, son of Joanna
so that [you might send] the power of the holy [ ... ] to me, and
it might come."51 In later Christian magic, the seven vowels were
equated with the archangels, and could be used to invoke them. 52 

Within the apoc�lyptic frame narratives of the Sethian texts, vowel
spells are clearly doxological ecstatic speech uttered by the mystic
overcome by an encounter with divinity. But as fixed textual arti
facts {preserved at Nag Hammadi), they could have had two uses
for their readers. First, they could have been employed to adjure
and control the supernatural beings encountered during heavenly
journeys. 53 In this sense, they also recall historiolae, spells whose
incantation sums up or embodies a particular popular myth recited
in order to activate the spell's potency. 54 Alternatively they could be
read, like the voces magicae of the Hekhalot literature, as perfor
mances of the divine name, whose nonsensical nature expresses the
utter identity of action and meaning in divine speech. 55 The vowel
spells of Sethian literature are not only evidence that Sethian tradi
tion drew on elements of contemporary magical practice in formu
lating its myth and ritual; the seer employing the vowel spells is in



122 CHAPTER 6 

the possession of power and potent language that, from the perspec
tive of lamblichus's theorization of ritual practice, are not claimed 
by theurgists, but by mere sorcerers. 56 

ANGELS ALIEN TO HUMANITY 

The authors of the Sethian treatises were not exactly sorcerers (yorrrec;), 
for they did not hold that, as humans, they were superior to heavenly 
beings. Instead, several of their texts describe how seers would, in the 
course of the ascent to heaven, be transformed into angels and even 
acquire supra-angelic authority. Such transformations appear to have 
been associated with celestial baptism, as discussed in the Trimorphic 

Protennoia and Zostrianos, which constitute the primary evidence 
for the practice in Sethianism. Zostrianos, the Untitled Treatise, and 
Marsanes describe the superiority of the divinized seer to his angelic 
peers, also assumed in Allogenes and perhaps the Three Steles. Close 
parallels in Jewish and Christian apocalypses and even the Dead Sea 
Scrolls indicate a background in Second Temple Judaism. 

There are two sets of baptisms described in Trimorphic Protennoia. 
The feminine savior-here known as "Voice" -describes herself: 

I cast a voice of the sound unto the ears of those who do not know 
me, and I call you (p/,) to the exalted, perfect light; when you (pl.) 
enter it, you (pl.) will receive glory from those who give glory, and 
those that enthrone will enthrone you (pl.). You (pl.) will receive a 
robe (crto>..�) from those that give robes, and the baptizers will bap
tize (ps;,.rmze) you (pl.). You (pl.) will become a glory, among glo
ries,57 that which you originally dwelled in, (back) when you were 
luminous. 58 

Later, the same Voice describes her deliverance of the baptismal initi
ate in the rite of the Five Seals: 

As for me, I put all of them on-but then I stripped them off that per
son, donning radiating light, that is, the knowledge of the thought of 
paternity. 59 

I delivered him unto those who give robes-Ammon, Elasso, (and) 
Amenai, and they enrobed him with a robe of light. 

(Next), I delivered him unto the baptizers, Mikheus, Mickhar, and 
Mnesimous, (and) they baptized him. Then they purified him in the 
fountain of the water of life. 60 

Next, I delivered him unto those who enthrone, Barie!, Nouthan, 
(and) Sabenai, (and) they enthroned him by means of a throne of 
glory.61 
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Then, 1 delivered him unto those that glorify, Eriom, Elien, (and)
Phariel, (and) they glorified him with the glory of paternity.

And those who snatch away,62 Kamaliel, [ .]anen, (and) Samblo, 
great holy assistants of the luminaries,63 snatched (him) away, taking 
him to a luminous place of his paternity. 

And he (received) the Five Seals through the light of the mother, 
Protennoia ... "64 

123 

Both passages describe a baptismal process involving stripping off 
the corporeal body and donning a celestial one (i.e., a robe) along
side a {presumably hymnic) practice of giving, receiving, and being 
assimilated to "glory."65 This transformation probably takes place in 
heaven, although whether it mirrors a physical rite is not clear.66 

In Zostrianos, the eponymous seer is taken to heaven on a cloud. 
He "becomes like the glories" as he passes through the "aetherial 
[earth]."67 Next, he is baptized as he goes through the copies of the 
aeons and the realms of the Exile and Repentance, finally arriving 
at the Autogenes aeon, the lowest sector of the aeon of Barbelo: "I 
stood there, staring into the light of the truth that truly exists from 
[a] self-begotten root [with some] great angels and glories [ ... ]68 in
number. I was baptized in the [name of] the self-begotten deity by the
powers that exist [upon the] living water: Michar and Mi[chael], and I
was purified by the great Barpharanges. And they [_glorified]69 me and
wrote me (c��i') into glory. [I was] sealed (aq,pay[(e1v) by them, those
who exist upon these powers, [Michar], Michael, Seldao, Ele[nos],
and Zogenethlos. Apd I [became] an angel able to see [god]7° and I
stood up on the first aeon, which is the fourth, with the souls."71 He
praises various incarnations of Seth, before encountering Pleistheia,
"the [mother of the angels].72 And I was [baptized] for the second time,
in the name of the di�1ne Autogenes, by the same powers. I became an
angel (ayyeAO(;) of the male race (yEvoc;). And I stood upon the second
aeon, which is the third (i.e., Davithe), with the sons of Seth. I blessed
each of them, and I was baptized for the third time in the name of the
divine Autogenes by each of the powers. I became a holy angel, stand
ing upon the third, that is, the second [aeon] (i.e., Oroiael). For the
second time I [blessed] each one of them. And I was baptized [for the
fourth] time by [each of the] powers, becoming a perfect [angel]. And
[I stood upon] the fourth, [which is the first], aeon (i.e., Harmozel),
and I [blessed each one of them.]."73 Zostrianos's baptismal liturgy
explicitly results in the seer's becoming an angel, again in concord
with a hymnic practice of giving and receiving glory.
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Glorification in Zostrianos appears to be hypostasized into deities 
that are referred to simply as glories. During his ascent, glories pro
tect Zostrianos's body, and he receives an "image" of glories before 
leaving the aetherial earth.74 They are crucial to the salvific mecha
nism envisioned by the text: "For the sake of [this (i.e., the descent of 
the soul)], these powers have been appointed for their salvation, and 
they exist in this world. In the self-begotten ones, corresponding to 
each of the aeons, glories stand so that someone who is down here in 
the world might be saved alongside them. The glories are perfect liv
ing thoughts (voriµa). It is impossible for them to perish, because they 
{are] models (,uno<;) of salvation, something that each one of them 
receives when he becomes saved. And (each one) has a model (of sal
vation), receiving power from each one of them, and (each one) has 
glory as an aide (�ori06<;) just as he passes out from the world. "75 The 
glories are associated with angels; at the beginning of his transforma
tion, Zostrianos stands with "angels and glories." In the intelligible 
world, angels exist "in great glory."76 The extended title of the revela
tor-angel Youel in the Platonizing treatises is "she who belongs to the 
glories, the male, virgin glory."77 Like Youel, they participate in Zos
trianos's divinization, anointing him.78 They are at times associated 
both with the Protophanes aeon and the luminaries of Barbelo, and, 
notably, with the ,uno<; of the divine that exists in the seer, as in the 
passage quoted here.79 Thus a Greek philosophical term is superim
posed on recognizably Jewish, angelic language to describe Zostria

nos's key soteriological intermediaries. 80 

Investiture is not described, but Zostrianos implies that a physical 
transformation of the seer has taken place. Once he has ascended to the 
aetherial earth, he has already forsaken the body, the "dead creation 
inside," and left it behind. 81 The process culminates in his assimila
tion to the grade of "completely perfect" elect and the acquisition of a 
crown: "They set me down, and left. And Apophantes, with Aphropais 
the virgin-light, came to me, and he brought me to the great perfect 
male Intellect, Protophanes. And I saw all of them there, in the form in 
which they exist, as one; and I united with them all, blessing the Kalyp
tos aeon and the virgin Barbelo, and the Invisible Spirit. I become com
pletely perfect, having received power, with them having written me 
into glory and having sealed me. And I received a perfect crown there, 
coming to the perfect individuals, and they asked me (about) everything. 
They listened to the enormities of knowledge (I had to offer), rejoic
ing all the while and [receiving] power (from me)." 82 Having become 
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first an angel and here crowned and "completely perfect," Zostrianos 
is now a revelator himself, teaching individuals in the Autogenes aeon. 
He is superior to the angels and glories that inhabit the aeons below the 
Protophanes, 83 which is what enables him to slip past the demiurge and 
his archons unnoticed on his way back to earth. 84 

Although they do not explicitly describe angelification, a similar pro
cess of celestial liturgy involving glorifying, self-glorification, and phys
ical transformation occurs in other Sethian texts. They may be related 
to accounts of hypostatized cosmic entities (such as the Barbelo and 
her constituents) that "stand" and utter praise in heaven, as are found 
in the Barbeloite cosmogony of the Apocryphon of John. The Egyp

tian Gospel features a deeply complex angelology and series of celes
tial baptisms and doxologies, which is the context for the text's vowel 
mysticism di�cussed earlier in this chapter: "Pronoia passed through 
all the aeons which l mentioned before. And she established thrones 
of glory and [myriaqs]_ of angels [without] number [who] surrounded 
them, [powers and incorruptible] glories, who [sing] and glorify, all giv
ing praise with [a single voice], with one image, [with one] never silent 
[voice ... ] the Father, and the [Mother, and the] Son [ ... ] [the] plero
mas [that I] mentioned [before], who is [the great] Christ, who is from 
[ ... ] [who is the] child, Telmael Telmakhael [Eli Eli] Makhar Makhar 
[Seth, the] power which truly lives, and the [male virgin] who is with 
him, Youel."85 The speaker of the baptismal liturgy concluding the text 
is also transformed when he assumes an "armor of light."86 

Allogenes is, muchJike Zostrianos, "taken by the eternal Light out 
of the garment" beforethe appearance of the luminaries and the "pri
mary revelation of the Unknowable One."87 His guide up to this point 
has been the angel Youel, who appears to be himself a divine name 
or glory with affinities to Metatron and the angelic interlocutor Ioel 
in the Apocalypse of Abraham. 88 The patriarch's introduction to the 
divine being features a long description of his fantastic garb, which 
recalls the divine glory. 89 At the same time, "Jaoel" is a combination of 
the three root letters of the Tetragrammaton with the usual "el" end
ing; thus the angel tells Abraham that "a power in virtue of the Inef
fable name is dwelling with me."90 Like the character Doxomedon, 
the feminine Youel appears in Manichaean thought, known as "the 
Maiden of Light" Ioel.91 Allogenes' chief interlocutor before meeting 
glories in heaven is an angel whose background in contemporary Jew
ish apocalyptic literature recalls glorification and the Divine Name 
itself. The seer's conversation with this entity results in his rapture 
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and the acquisition of "power" that allows him to receive information 
that is beyond the ken of all but the greatest powers. 92 

The Three Steles of Seth also explores a dynamic of glorification 

and self-transformation; again and again, the congregation declares 
its praise of the highest beings, who are themselves described as 
"glory." 93 The practice of glorification is what defines the elect body: 
"you (sing. masc.) have commanded us, as one who is elect, to glo

rify you to the extent that we are able. We bless you because we have 
been saved. We glorify you at all times; because of this, we glorify 
you: that we might be saved to eternal salvation."94 Seth is changed 
by this activity: "many times I joined in giving glory with the pow
ers, and I became worthy of the immeasurable majesties."95 One 

who remembers these things and gives glory "always shall become 
perfect among those who are perfect and impassable beyond all 

things."96 It is unclear whether the speakers are in heaven or on 
earth, or if the text implies angelification, since angels are nowhere 
mentioned; however, it is clear that the elect is circumscribed here 
by the activity that characterizes the celestial activity of angels in 
other Sethian texts. 

Finally, a particularly thorny passage in the Untitled Treatise of 
the Bruce Codex is best understood in light of Sethian evidence about 
angelification. The text concerns the prophet Marsanes and his rela
tionship to another prophet, Nicotheus (whose apocalypse appears to 
have been read in Plotinus's circle),97 as well as the heavenly powers: 

Indeed, to speak of him (i.e., the Invisible Spirit)-specifically, of the 
manner in which he exists-with a tongue of flesh-this is an impos
sibility. For they are great ones, those who pass beyond powers so 
that they might hear through Comprehension (evvoLa) and follow 
him; (for this is impossible), unless they (i.e., the heavenly powers) 
find a kinsman of theirs in (some)one that is able to hear about the 
places from which he originally came. For everything follows from 
its root, since man is a kinsman of the mysteries. For this reason, 
mankind has heard a mystery. The powers of all the great aeons have 
worshipped (oym�'r) the power that is in Marsanes. They said, "who 
is that one who has seen these things before his very own eyes?" For 
his (Marsanes') sake, he (the Only-Begotten) manifested in this way 
(.x.e £TBHHT9 21.(Joyo1-1� esox NTeL�e) Nicotheus spoke about him (the 
Only-Begotten). He (Nicotheus) has seen him (the Only-Begotten); for 
he (Nicotheus) is that one (.x.e NTO� ne neTAM21.y). He said, "the father 
exists, surpassing every perfection." He has revealed the invisible, 
thrice-powered, perfect one. Each of the perfect men saw him; they 
spoke of him, glorifying him, each in his own way.98 
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"Nicotheus" saw the Only Begotten, for he has also become an 
incarnation of him by virtue of his vision. This recalls the way in 
which Zostrianos and Allogenes are transformed into reincarnations 
of Seth following their visions, transformations that in turn autho
rize their revelations; Like the Three Ste/es, angels per se are nowhere 
mentioned here; yet as with Zostrianos and Allogenes, the seer(s) has 
been transformed into a being superior to angels (or, in this case, the 
powers), capable of edifying them and eliciting worship from them 
in the heavens. 

Such supra-angelic knowledge and authority following transforma
tion appears to belong to the eponymous prophet of Marsanes: "For it 
is I who have [understood] that which truly exists, whether partially 
or [wholly], according to difference, [I apprehended]99 that they exist 
from the [beginning in the] entire eternal place, namely, everything 
that has come into being, whether without Substance or whether by 
means of Substance, those who are unbegotten, and the divine aeons, 
together with the angels and the souls which are without guile and 
the psychic [garments], likenesses [of the] simple things." 100 As in Tri

morphic Protennoia and Zostrianos, the acquisition of "garments" 
of light elicits transformation. Elsewhere, Marsanes seems to speak 
as though he were the Barbelo, and says that he dwells in the Bar
belo.101 It is unclear if Marsanes enjoyed the company of angels, but 
he certainly has surpassed them. This status explains why he has the 
authority to say, as discussed earlier in this chapter, that alphabet 
mysticism and astrological speculation controls and "separates" one 
from the angels as it shapes the human soul into a divine being.102 

To be sure, the various descriptions of celestial liturgy, glorifica
tion, and angelification described here differ from one another in 
many details. Yet a pattern nonetheless emerges from the data: almost 
every Sethian text presumes that in some way, the material body can 
be abandoned, the divine can be glorified, and the seer can be trans
formed into a more luminous state, among or transcending the angels. 
The only text that does not discuss this practice, the Apocalypse of 

Adam, describes the mythology that underlies it: Adam and Eve 
"resembled the great eternal angels," after having learned "a word of 
knowledge of the eternal God," that is, what the text teaches. More
over, the elect "will be like those angels, for they are not strangers to 
them." 103 The theme of Adam having been made superior to powers 
and angels, a tradition treated widely within the Syrian and Armenian 
Adam literature, is also found in the apocalypses known to Mani.104 
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Like the superiority of the human essence to even that of the angels, 
the greater complex of elect individuals transforming, glorifying 
angels, and ultimately becoming supra-angelic is a peculiar feature of 
Jewish and Christian literature, particularly the apocalypses. Greco
Roman sources certainly describe interactions with and worship of 
angels, but not in similar contexts of celestial glorification and self
transformation.105 Some later Platonic sources mention angels, but not 
fellowship with them, much less transformation into them.106 Yet Jew
ish and Christian apocalyptic literature abounds with descriptions of 
the elect becoming angels or superior to angels. Scholars have often 
recalled 2 Enoch with reference to the celestial baptism of the Trimor
phic Protennoia: "And the LORD said to Michael, 'Go, and extract 
Enoch from [his] earthly clothing. And anoint him with my delightful 
oil, and put him into the clothes of my glory.' And so Michael did, just 
as the Lord had said to him. He anointed me and clothed me. And the 
appearance of that oil is greater than the greatest light, and its oint
ment is like sweet dew, and its fragrance myrrh; and it is like the rays 
of the glittering sun. And I looked at myself, and I had become like 
one of his glorious ones, and there was no observable difference."107 

r and 3 Enoch also provide parallels.m The Enochic celestial angeli
fication does not focus on baptism, but the acquisition of angelic, 
priestly vestments, a common motif in Jewish mystical literature.109 

This comparison of Sethian celestial baptism and angelification 
to liturgical transformation in the apocalypses is worth revising 
and expanding. A stronger parallel is the importance of glorifica
tion and doxology in both Sethian and Judea-Christian apocalyp
tic literature. It is important to distinguish the activity of glorifica
tion from speculation about God's glory as a manifestation of divine 
presence, creative power, or the angelic Angel of the Lord, evidence 
for which is slim in Sethian literature.U0 Meanwhile, visionaries in 
the apocalypses, like the Sethian seers, not only witness but come 
to participate in the heavenly liturgy.111 If these visionaries come to 
attain angelic status in doing so, it is possible that, as in the Apoca
lypse of Zephaniah, they have come to learn an angelic language and 
employ it in their hymns.112 In other texts, the seer joins in the kedu
shah, having been granted a heavenly crown, another motif common 
to Jewish, Christian, and Sethian ascent literature.113 This dynamic 
of glorification and transformation via participation in the celestial 
doxology among the angels recalls the Sethian material reviewed in 
the previous section. 
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As·in Zostrianos and Allogenes, transformation in Jewish litera
ture often takes place in heaven. The idea that the souls of the elect 
become angels in heaven is an old one. In I Enoch and especially 
Daniel transformation to a heavenly state is the reward of the righ
teous, who probably endured persecution under and after Antiochus 
IV Epiphanes.114 In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the Synoptic gospels, and 
Christian monastic traditions, righteous or pure souls live like angels 
after death.115 Together with investiture, the Hellenistic emphasis on 
martyrology in celestial angelification is preserved in later, includ
ing Christian, apocalyptic literature. The Apocalypse of Zephaniah 

features the seer's transformation into an angel through glorification 
and an enrobing on a boat in heaven.116 

2 Baruch and the Ascen

sion of Isaiah say the righteous, having become angels via the acqui
sition of the 'heavenly garment, will later become greater than the 
angels.117 Angelified patriarchs also include Adam, Enoch, Abraham, 
Jacob, Melchizedek, and Moses.118 Jesus Christ was also compared to 
an angel.119 

While the liturgical transformation of the self in Sethian litera
ture seems to stem from first-century baptismal traditions, it seems to 
have also picked up on Hellenistic Jewish traditions about angelified, 
divine intermediaries. Moreover, it agrees with Jewish and Christian 
apocalypses of the first to third centuries CE in describing the process 
of angelification as one of the righteous acquiring a new robe or coat 
while glorifying the deity and joining the heavenly liturgy, perhaps 
while using angelic speech, a process culminating in the acquisition 
of supra-angelic knowledge and authority. Descriptions of angels as 
heavenly priests in robes of light in the Qumran Songs of the Sabbath 

Sacrifice may indicate that such traditions stemmed from the Levite 
priesthood and spread to Gnostic and Jewish groups from there. In 
contemporary Platonic doctrine, such authority is outside the prov
enance of human souls, who are relatively low in the hierarchy of 
divine beings and so need divine power to flow on down to them. 
Angelified or divinized seers in Jewish and Sethian literature, mean
while, are at least on a par with heavenly beings. Sethian celestial 
liturgies were thus most likely derived from Jewish apocalyptic tradi
tions and adapted into a Christian Sethian context, much as some of 
the church fathers absorbed Jewish traditions about angelification.120 

One can be more specific by addressing what kind of presumptions 
the various texts have about the body and practice. The Sethian trea
tises are in line with ascent apocalypses and the Hekhalot literature 
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in dealing with bodily transformation, as opposed to Qumran, which 
does not address physical transformation at all.121 Similarly, like the 
apocalypses and Enochic tradition, but unlike the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
the seer takes on angelic characteristics through ascent to heaven, 
instead of cultivating a divine presence on earth.122 As at Qumran, 
such transformations were accomplished in communal liturgies 
(exemplified in the Three Steles of Seth), as opposed to the individu
alistic practices of the Hekhalot literature, although all three sets of 
texts culminate in descriptions of unio liturgica. 123 Yet the Sethian 
traditions differ from apocalyptic and Hekhalot literature alike in 
stressing the celibate background of the practice, as indicated by 
their disparaging remarks about femininity and the flesh.124 Sethian 
self-transformation was therefore probably related to contemporary 
Christian ascetic practice that allowed one to "live like an angel" and 
so gain revelation through visions, and it reveals a dimension of hith
erto unnoticed ascetic activity within the Nag Hammadi texts.125 

WHO WEARS THE CROWN 

If Zostrianos , Allogenes, and other Sethian seers are archetypes of 
the elect, then the texts bearing their names indicate an achieved level 
of realized eschatology.126 Did their readers then consider themselves 
angels? Does Zostrianos's donning of a crown at the summit of his 
ascent reflect the possibility of a similar angelification and crown
ing for the reader of his apocalypse? It is helpful here to recall schol
arly debate about how the members of the community that produced 
the Dead Sea Scrolls articulated their elect identity with respect to 
angelology.127 Some have argued that the Qumran texts presume an 
"angelomorphic" elect body, and that this is clear from a smattering 
of references in addition to rereadings of several of the corpus's most 
well-known treatises.128 Many of these readings are spurious. 129 The 
Community Rule and War Scroll do not refer necessarily to angeli
fied human members of the community in a "realized eschatological" 
sense but to the presence of angels accompanying the pure of body 
and spirit-in the community and the future war, respectively. 130 The 
Songs of the Sage claims that the pure "shall be priests, his just people , 
his army and his servants, the angels of his glory," but it is not clear 
whether the passage refers to transformation on earth or a postmor
tem angelic investiture.131 Other passages are more salient; the "ego
maniac" author of the Self-Glorification Hymn sees himself as on par 
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with the angels and probably superior to them.132 In the Hodayot, the 
psalmist describes himself (presumably) as "the depraved spirit you 
have purified from great offence so that he can take a place with the 
host of the holy ones, and can enter in communion with the congrega
tion of the sons of heaven."133 

The collection of twelve hymns known as the Songs of the Sab
bath Sacrifice, appears itself to be an angelic liturgy, performed in 
heaven. Since the text's only reference to human beings is not to celes
tial hymnists but the yawning gulf that exists between human and 
divine beings, 134 most readers distinguish the humans from the angels
in the text, although one may still see it as a "vehicle" for "communal 
mysticism," the "virtual" experience of communion with angels.135 

At the same time, one can still recognize that the earthly recitation 
of the hymns was meant to evoke some kind of identification with 
angels.136 A similarly balanced approach suits the Sethian texts. While
only Zostrianos and the Trimorphic Protennoia explicitly describe 
the transformation of the elect into angels, the complex of practice 
associated with angelification in both texts-doxology, transforma
tion, superiority to the angels-is undoubtedly widespread in the rest 
of Sethian literature, particularly the Egyptian Gospel and the Three 
Steles of Seth. It is hard to imagine that texts so interested in angelic 
liturgical themes were written and read by individuals who in no way 
likened themselves to angels. 

The communal context of the Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice prob
ably can be extended to the Sethian texts as well. This same reference 
of the Qumran textto human worshippers is in the first-person plural 
("our priesthood"; "the offering of our mortal tongue"; etc.), indicat
ing that the recitation of the hymns was a communal exercise, meant 
to produce mass ecstasy.137 One is reminded of similar language in
the baptism concluding the Trimorphic Protennoia and the hymns of 
the Three Steles of Seth, which also probably indicates a communal, 
ecstatic ritual milieu.138 

The more interesting question is: how can humans (earthly beings) 
claim to be angels (heavenly beings) while still on earth? Why would 
one make a seemingly nonsensical claim, such as "I am a red par
rot," or, in Zostrianos's case, "I turned into a male angel"? A critical 
reader is forced to conclude either that ancient writers who claimed to 
become angels "mean it and they are wrong, or (that) they mean it, but 
we can never understand what they mean."139 Some scholars avoid this
quandary by simply asserting that the Qumran community had not in 
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fact experienced "realized" eschatology, experienced it "partially," or 
obtained a proleptic experience of the postmortem fate of the soul.140 

More generally, many historians neglect the experiential reality that 
lies beyond the production of religious texts, preferring to locate testi
mony of remarkable experiences in the realm of genre cliche.141 

Such approaches are also misreadings of the texts, which discuss 
a range of figures (like Adam, Moses, Zostrianos, or Marsanes) that 
are simultaneously human, angelic, and supra-angelic, at times mer
iting worship.142 There is no reason to assume that the readers of the 
Platonizing Sethian treatises, philosophically acute though they must 
have been, found such figures-or themselves-problematic either. 
This is not to say that they did not make problems: indeed, early 
Christian communities struggled with how to deal with individuals 
who claimed to have become angelic beings. Like the Qumran com
munity, the Sethian elect probably saw itself as angelified and saved 
in this lifetime, albeit as a proleptic experience of the salvation that 
would come with death and the escape from the cycle of reincarn�
tion.143 Christian readers of the Sethian texts-like Plotinus's Gnos
tic friends in Rome-maybe have considered martyrdom an oppor
tunity to gain a crown while departing this life.144 This quality of 
being saved was tantamount to transformation into an angelic being. 
From a practical perspective, angelic status most likely manifested in 
ascetic practices and participation in earthly liturgies that involved 
ecstatic speech and vision, as seen in the Three Steles of Seth. 

WHO DESCENDS TO THE WATER 

The hermeneutic questions about angelification engaged here can 
also help us rethink difficulties in theorizing two more well-known 
Sethian rites, baptism and the "Five Seals." The central issue in the 
study of Sethian baptism is the diversity of its character and even 
presence in Sethian scripture.145 The Egyptian Gospel describes how 
the preexistent, celestial Seth incarnated on earth to save his seed, 
the elect, by appearing as Jesus Christ and instituting baptism.146 Tri
morphic Protennoia concludes with a baptismal rite involving the 
stripping off of the physical body and the acquisition of a new body 
of light. Melchizedek also includes a long baptismal prayer.147 The 
myths of Apocryphon of John and Trimorphic Protennoia share a 
complex of baptismal theology in which the revealer is accompanied 
by the descent of the spirit into the water of life.148 During his ascent 
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to heaven to receive revelations of Platonic metaphysics, Zostrianos 
receives no fewer than twenty-two baptisms, some resulting in his 
angelification.149 

Yet other Sethian texts seem to reject baptism: once Zostrianos fin
ishes his ;i.scent to heaven, he comes back to earth and preaches, "do 
not baptize yourselves with death."150 In the Apocalypse of Adam,
some kintl of "defilement" of the "water of life" takes place.151 The 
Archontics, familiar with Sethian tradition, are reported by Epipha
nius of Salamis to have rejected baptism.152 Ophite texts such as On
the Origin of the World associate water baptism with Yaldabaoth.153 

In each of these cases, it is not clear whether these passages indi
cate Sethian rejection of the validity of baptisms carried out by other 
Christians (including Gnostics) or a rejection of water baptism alto
gether in favor of the truly ••living" water of the spirit, such as we 
find in Mani.154 Finally, there are no references to baptism at all in the
Three Steles of Seth, Allogenes, and Marsanes. 

We run into .a similar problem with the "Five Seals," mentioned 
in the Egyptian Gospel as well as two texts related to Sethianism, 
but also sharing their own separate redaction history-Trimorphic 
Protennoia and the "Pronoia Hymn" of the long recension of Apoc
ryphon of John (which also has Ophite features).155 The Five Seals is
a rite that is given to humanity in the third descent of the savior to 
earth, in the guise of Jesus Christ.156 In the Gospel, the seals appear
once in a baptismal context, but they are usually celestial hypostases 
dwelling in heaven.157 Each of the texts describing the Five Seals is 
quite otherworldly, and it is not clear whether the rite took place on 
earth or in heaven.158 The function and origins of the Five Seals are
not immediately clear, and no one claims to have definitively identi
fied their contents. 159 Scholars once argued that the Five Seals simply
must have been a form of water baptism.160 Others have suggested
a baptism without water (i.e., baptism by visionary experience) or a 

postbaptismal fivefold chrism dependent on the fivefold structure of 
the Autogenes with the Four Luminaries.161 A problem with this read
ing is that accounts of anointing are very rare in Gnostic texts, but it 
must be admitted that early Christian language about liturgical seals 
referred both to baptism and chrism.162 

The foregoing analysis in this chapter helps us make sense of this 
tangle of evidence. Scholars have already recognized that the Five 
Seals' focus on "living water" is indebted to Johannine and Barbe
loite theology, that is, the concept of Jesus Christ as the true water 
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and the Father's production of the Barbelo through his gazing into 
the primordial waters, described in the Barbeloite theogony of the 
Apocryphon of ]ohn.163 Language about baptism and water associ
ated with the Five Seals in the Sethian texts reflects these themes. It 

is not clear whether these seals are an anointment, but it is clear that 
they do not necessarily describe baptism with water, for Barbeloite 
language about water is metaphorical, dealing with celestial water 
made of light. Thus several Sethian treatises reject earthly water bap
tism in favor of heavenly "water." 

How, then, could this language used to discuss a physical rite (Five 
Seals qua baptism, as in the Egyptian Gospel) reflect a nonphysical 
understanding of what defines the rite (water)? This question is related 
to another problem-did the rite take place in heaven or on earth? 
Just as in the cases of angelomorphism at Qumran or Sethian angeli
fication, testimonia about the reception of baptism and the Five Seals 
must have come from a live, physical ritual setting that was under
stood as a participation in the celestial liturgy, with its own baptism 

in the "water" of light. One cannot exclude the possibility that physi
cal water was used as a typos of celestial water, but the immaterial 
water of light was undoubtedly the focus of the rite. Read this way, 
the absence of the Five Seals from the Platonizing texts does probably 

indicate a focus on self-performable ritual whose primary tool is the 
text itself but not necessarily a general shift away from communal 
ritual life, which one would then use as the basis for hypothesizing a 
change to the Sethian community in general.164 Rather, the Five Seals 
was one of several rituals that the authors and readers of the Sethian 
texts employed in the divinization of the self, alongside the models of 
self-transformation into divine light and participation in the heavenly 
doxology explored in the rest of this chapter. A lack of baptismal ref
erences in some texts, meanwhile, reflects not a movement away from 
Judaism or Christianity but rather a focus on celestial baptism or even 
a transbaptismal transformative practice analogous to what we find 
in certain Jewish-Christian circles. 

HOW TO USE A SETHIAN APOCALYPSE 

Having examined piecemeal the passages describing the practices that 
informed the authors of the Sethian texts, we can turn to the ques

tion of how the texts themselves may have been used. Obviously the 
Apocalypse of Adam and Egyptian Gospel focus on cosmogony and 
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salvation history, and would have been interesting to readers pursu
ing ancient lore among the various apocalypses; yet the purpose of 
the Platonizing treatises, which combine the genre of apocalypse with 
lectures on Neoplatonic metaphysics, hymns to heavenly beings, and 
accounts of self-transformation, is much more opaque. Scholars' sug
gestions that they are manuals of some kind used to elicit visionary 
experiences or meditative states cannot be far off, but remain impre-

- cise. 165 Did readers of these texts, like those who used the Hekhalot
literature, regard simply reading them as a practice in itself?166 The
copy of Allogenes from Nag Hammadi, a Lesemysterium where the
act of reading the text's negative theology functions as a conjuration
of sorts of the transcendent Invisible Spirit, says "yes." 167 Might be
same be true ofall the Platonizing Sethian texts?168 

Plotinus's evidence gives us an example of Christian Gnostics who 
read these texts and probably did obtain some kind of visionary expe
rience, which might explain their haughty claim to be superior to the 
stellar gods (just as Enoch or Marsanes became superior to the angels) 
and their disinterest in Platonic authority, favoring instead their 
own revelatory truth claims.169 The apocalyptic genre of the manu
als, as argued in Chapter 3, serves to validate the authority of the 
manual and the practices contained within it; rather than reflecting 
a movement away from Sethian myth and history, revelations involv
ing Sethian mythologoumena are used to justify the texts' contem
plative content. This content remains focused on Greek metaphysics, 
but the genre has replaced philosophical argumentation characteris
tic of more traditional Greek thinkers like Plotinus. Certainly highly 
educated individuals (like Plotinus) would have been interested in the 
texts anyway, but they also could have been addressed to lay medi
tators who possessed a minimum of Greek philosophical expertise 
but neither the inclination nor ability to spend years exegeting dif
ficult passages in Plato and Aristotle, preferring contemplative prac
tice to scholasticism. Nothing in the Platonizing Sethian apocalypses 
requires the reader to follow an argument. Rather, they present a 
metaphysical system, with which the reader is presumed to be already 
familiar, mapped out for navigation through mental cognition. It is 
helpful here to recall the Hekhalot literature, where contrived frame 
narratives feature rabbinic heroes who attain visions of the heavenly 
palaces (the Hekhalot) and throne (the Merkavah). It is obvious that 
they are meant to serve as models for aspiring seers and are com
plex enough to presume some level of familiarity on the part of the 
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reader.170 Meanwhile, the Platonizing treatises, while beholden to the 
Jewish lore that also informs the Hekhalot texts, have replaced pal
aces and the heavenly temple with categories of Greek philosophy. 

It is unlikely that the aspiring seers reading the Platonizing trea
tises operated alone. Other ancient visionary ascent manuals, like the 
Hekhalot texts, the Mithras Liturgy, and the Hermetica, appear to 
speak one-on-one, but obviously reflect a communal environment or 
shared cultic milieu in which these visions were obtained.171 The same 
is true of the various practices surveyed above-the Five Seals, ecstatic 
speech, and angelification are all practices that, in the Jewish and 
Christian parallels, reflect a communal environment. Language in the 
first-person plural peppers important ritual passages in the Sethian 
texts, such as the celestial baptism of the Trimorphic Protennoia and 
the ecstatic hymns of the Three Steles of Seth. The paraenesis of the 
speaker in Marsanes, discussed in Chapter 3, seems to presume an 
audience that is more like a congregation than an individual seer. 
Moreover, the Platonizing treatises do not contain exclusively con
templative instruction; each of the treatises also features paraenesis, 
particularly focused on asceticism. Here again, the Corpus Herme

ticum and the Gedullah hymns of Hekhalot Rabbati serve as useful 
parallels, pointing to a community as intended readership.m How
ever, unlike the "technical" Hermetica and the Hekhalot texts, the 
Sethian tractates are impregnable to beginners. In both form and con
tent, they are utterly insider-specific. While they are certainly prod
ucts of ritual life, they presume knowledge of it and thus are bereft of 
the detailed instruction of the Hekhalot literature or magical papyri 
that we might expect in a grimoire. 

The Platonizing Sethian treatises thus appear to be manuals 
intended to teach individuals how to elicit visionary experience cul
minating in contact with the Godhead. While they appear to have 
been written by individuals with advanced philosophical training, 
they are directed toward contemplative thinkers who are comfortable 
with (in this case, thoroughly Sethianized) Platonic metaphysics but 
are not interested in philosophical argumentation or Platonic proof 
texts as valid authorities.173 Thus the incorporation of metaphysical 
jargon indicates neither an attempt to parley with a different (Hel
lenic) social group nor to win the approval of particular philosophers 
(like Plotinus). Rather, some educated readers of Sethian literature 
believed that Neoplatonic metaphysics offered a useful metaphysical 
blueprint that could be mapped onto Sethian mythologoumena and 
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used in the service of contemplating the deity. The treatises also men
tion various ritual practices in an offhand way, apparently assuming 
the reader's knowledge of them. All of these practices have parallels 
as being performed in a communal setting. Thus, while they could be 
used in private, the Platonizing Sethian apocalypses appear to have 
originated in a community interested in Sethian literature and to be 
intended for members of that community who already had obtained 
both some philosophical and ritual training.174 

Aside from the practices of meditation and hymning, the Platoniz
ing treatises do contain hints of other techniques used to induce 
ecstasy. The codes and cryptograms littering the texts could have 
served the purpose of seals, passwords employed by visionaries to 
navigate the heavenly plane, a trope common to Gnostic and Hek
halot ascent literature.175 Asceticism was probably another produc
tive agent in obtaining visions. While no particular rules for ascetic 
life are described in the Sethian texts, one can guess that their read
ers were informed by regimens of fasting and celibacy.176 The latter is 
all but certain given the disparaging remarks about femininity in the 
treatises, and is surely related to their ubiquitous language extolling 
the "maleness" of Sethian mythological figures.177 

These practices could have deeply informed the ritual life of the 
readers of the Platonizing texts . The Hekhalot literature contains 
valuable accounts of how a combination of fasting, purification, and 
prayer could elicit visionary experience.178 Like ascetics at Qumran 
or in early Christian communities, the authors and readers of the 
Serbian literature must have thought that asceticism amounted to 
"living like the angels." These ascetic practices would have been com
bined with doxology (proleptic to the aforementioned ecstatic speech) 
and, in the case of the Platonizing texts, meditation undertaken with 
a Neoplatonic metaphysical framework culminating in negative the
ology. The centrality of doxology to vision, especially cogent in the 
Egyptian Gospel and Zostrianos but found in each of the Sethian 
texts, is functionally identical to the unio liturgica that seems to have 
been the object of the Jewish authors of the Qumran and Hekhalot 
texts. Such a visionary practice probably undergirded the rite of the 
Five Seals, which is best understood in the context of Jewish liturgies 
that took place in a similarly altered, liminal state of consciousness, 
where water is understood as light and earth as heaven. 

If the reconstruction proposed here is correct, a vibrant, com
munal ritual life emerges behind even the Platonizing Sethian texts. 
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Membership in communities reading Sethian texts centered on rejec
tion of water baptism. As the Three Steles of Seth attests, individu
als in these communities would together praise traditional Sethian 
mythologoumena, sometimes producing ecstatic visions in the pro
cess. These doxologies were buttressed by a rigorous ascetic lifestyle 
involving celibacy and fasting. Some individuals who obtained visions 
of the beyond and participated in the heavenly liturgy appear to have 
called themselves angels; it is possible that, like the Qumran commu
nity, the purveyors of Sethian tradition saw themselves at least in fel
lowship with the angels. Particularly well-educated members of this 
community composed visionary manuals reflecting this ritual life, but 
organizing the cosmos according to Neoplatonic metaphysics for lay 
medicators. Hence their appeal to friends of Plotinus, who were inter
ested in contemplative technique, Greek metaphysics, and the alien 
authorities of Judea-Christian sages. 

CONCLUSION: THEURGY WITHOUT DIVINE WORK? 

Having reviewed the spectrum of Sethian ritual practices-alphabet 
mysticism, doxology, angelification, and baptism-we can once again 
ask if they merit the term "theurgy." They do not. While Iamblichus 
defended ecstatic speech from Plotinus and Porphyry on Platonic Ori
entalist grounds, he denied that such practices exerted any power over 
the gods; rather, they served as channels for divine manipulation of 
the human realm, through the theurgic intermediary. Thus, the vari
eties of Sethian alphabet mysticism (particularly in Marsanes) that 
appear to presume superiority to angels would be declared base sor
cery by both sides (i.e., Porphyry and Iamblichus) in the Neoplatonic 
debate over theurgy. 

The practices associated with self-transformation are more complex 
in a theurgic context. The acquisition of a luminous body does recall, 
at first blush, the Chaldean subtle body, the famous "vehicle of the 
soul" (ox11µa) of the theurgists.179 In the Chaldean Oracles, the vehicle 
is found mainly in contexts dealing with the entrapment of the soul in 
matter.180 It is a husk or shell encasing the soul, to be abandoned dur
ing postmortem ascent following performance of theurgic rites in the 
present life.181 Sethian metamorphosis, meanwhile, is anagogic; once 
out of heaven, the seer ascends and changes into a divine being, while 
the luminous vehicle of the theurgists is katagogic, acquired when one 
leaves heaven. The Three Steles of Seth notwithstanding, the way of 
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ascent is not always the way of descent. These themes are not paral
leled in Hellenic theurgic sources. The evidence about theurgic prac
tice in the Sethian texts (including the Platonizing tractates), like the 
evidence about literary genre and eschatology, inclines toward Judeo
Christian tradition and away from contemporary Hellenic thought. 

The term "S.ethian theurgy," then, implies a continuity in ritual 
technique and effect between Hellenic Neoplatonism and Sethian 
Gnosticism that does not actually exist. To be sure, both Sethian 
seers and Chaldean theurgists practiced autodeification, but they 
employed different ritual technologies. They also had different con
ceptions of what it means to become divine. Sethian self-transforma
tion and angelification belongs to the trajectory of Jewish and Chris
tian apocalyptic conceptions of the reward of the righteous in heaven 
and the transformation of Jewish patriarchs and sages into angelic 
intermediaries invested with divine glory. The kinship of the human 
with the divine at the expense of the present creation is a leitmotiv of 
Gnostic thought, expressed in Sethian tradition through emphasizing 
the alien nature of elect humanity, who are foreigners on this planet 
but fundamentally at home when approaching the unknown, alien 
God, the Invisible Spirit.182 Thus the cheerful (if baroque) tone in the 
Sethian descriptions of the celestial realms: as we saw in Chapter 3, 
Zostrianos and Allogenes lament their studies prior to ascent, but feel 
rather at home once they have been transformed in the Barbelo. As 
the rapt, elect congregation of the Three Steles exclaims: "We rejoice! 
We rejoice! We rejoice!" 183 



CHAPTER 7 

Between Judaism, Christianity, 
and Neoplatonism 

Having examined the culture wars taking place among second

and third-century intellectuals, Plotinus's polemic against his 
friends in Rome, the literary heritage of the apocalypses they cir

culated, and the views these texts espous·ed about soteriology, 

eschatology, and divinization, we can now step back and outline a 
more broad and comprehensive picture of what was at stake in the 
Plotinus-Gnostic controversy and the significance of the Sethian 

literature beyond its philosophical import. Indeed, the reading of 
the Sethian texts proposed in this book also tells us a great deal 
about ancient religious identity among Christians, Jews, Gnostics, 

and Hellenes. On the one hand, it is clear that Sethianism, even 
in its Platonizing incarnation, is closely related to traditions that 

are obviously embedded within contemporary Judaism and Chris
tianity, yet not easily classifiable as belonging to one movement or 
the other. It is thus a strong witness to the artificial nature of the 
terms used to describe ancient religious discourse and the great 
indebtedness of one branch of Gnostic thought to Jewish lore. On 
the other hand, the present reading also lays bare very real differ
ences in how second- and third-century philosophers came to see 
the world, and thus serves as a marker of the departure of a dis

tinctly Judeo-Christian philosophical worldview from its Hellenic 
forebears, a way of thinking that was in many ways alien to the 

classical tradition. 



Between Judaism, Christianity, and Neoplatonism 

JEWISH MYSTICISM, MANICHAEISM, 

AND JEWISH CHRISTIANITY 

The strong parallels between the Hekhalot literature, Dead Sea 
Scrolls, and Sethian visionary practice raise the question of Sethian
ism's relationship with ancient Judaism, once limited to speculation 
about the old �ed herring of "pre-Christian Gnosticism." 1 The same 
is true of the importance of the apocalyptic genre and apocalyptic 
literary traditions in Sethianism. Despite several fine short studies, 
there is little scholarly discussion of these parallels. 2 This lacuna in 
scholarship can be explained as follows: study of the Jewish-Gnostic 
question has focused on the vexed problem of Gnostic origins, to little 
avail, and so frustrated other efforts to put Jewish and Gnostic texts 
in conversation with one another. 

However, the unsolvability of the problem of Gnostic origins 
should not deter students of Gnosticism from raising the issue, mostly 
sounded by scholars of Judaism, of the relationship between Gnosti
cism and early Jewish mysticism.3 Scholem is primarily responsible 
for having initially delineated the latter topic as a field of study, focus
ing on rabbinic and early-medieval Hekhalot texts in his survey of 
ancient literat�re.4 He neglected the apocalypses and was surprisingly 
uninterested in the new find at Qumran, but Gnosticism played an 
important role in his reconstruction of the emergence of Jewish mys
tical tradition. For Scholem, Gnostic texts are evidence of a Helle
nized "Jewish Gnosticism" that could be reconstructed from Gnostic, 
rabbinic, and Hekhalot literature. 5 Although his argument has been 
met with considerable criticism, his line of reasoning is still followed 
today, leading some to assert a Jewish source for Christian Gnostic 
traditions that can be inferred from the Hekhalot texts, the pseudo
Clementines, and Samaritan sources.6 This approach suffers from a 
"parallelomania" that relies on presumed early dating for texts that 
could be far too late to read as evidence pertinent to the emergence of 
Gnosticism, or, in this case, Sethianism.7 

Others have pointed out that the Gnostic authors of Merkavah 
scenes in the Ophite Hypostasis of the Archons and On the Origin of

the World must have been aware of and interested in Jewish Merka
vah traditions.8 The Valentinian thinker Theodotus and a doxologi
cal passage in the Egyptian Gospel also devote attention to the heav
enly throne.9 Thus Ophite, Sethian, and Valentinian traditions each 
speculated on a characteristically Jewish mystical theme, explored 
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particularly in the Hekhalot literature. Another interesting parallel 

is the strangely persistent association of heaven, angels, and "knowl
edge" in the Dead Sea Scrolls.10 This language need not be related to 
Gnosticism, and probably derives from the idea that angels are privy 
to heavenly mysteries, which makes them good agents for revelation.11 

This book adduces further meaningful parallels between Sethian 
Gnostic and Jewish mystical literature. In addition to the common 
well of Jewish mythologoumena (beginning with Seth himself!) and 
the literary (apocalyptic) traditions surveyed in Chapter 3, one might 
add persistent language about "power" and "empowerment" to char
acterize interactions between heavenly and earthly beings, descrip
tions of "crowns" in heaven, the culmination of visionary ascent in 
the joining of the heavenly liturgy, and the angelification of the seer.12 
These parallels indicate some kind of relationship between Sethian 
Gnosticism and Jewish mystical literature. Sorting out what kind of 
relationship this could be requires caution. A good example is the 
problem of Zostrianos and Enochic literature. Madeline Scopello has 
argued, probably correctly, that Zostrianos is textually dependent on 
2 Enoch, while Turner considers the angelification of Zostrianos to be 
genetically antecedent to the account of 3 Enoch.13 The comparison 
is acute, but difficult to work with; 3 Enoch is almost certainly much 
later than Zostrianos, and there are no direct textual parallels such as 
those adduced by Scopello with 2 Enoch.14 It is hard to explain how 
the Gnostic texts could have left no marks of unmistakably Gnostic 

influence on their supposed descendents in the Hekhalot texts. It is 
more likely that Zostrianos and 3 Enoch both draw on 2 Enoch in 
particular and presume a wide familiarity with Jewish apocalyptic 
traditions.15 

A similar line of reasoning might be used to explain the wider 
complex of parallels between Sethianism and Jewish mystical texts. 
Angelification, ascents to heaven, and other practices were probably 
common scribal lore in Hellenistic Judaism. Different groups drew 
on this stratum of wisdom in different ways as they splintered and 
evolved in late antiquity, which explains the broad but significant par
allels between groups indebted to Jewish traditions that are definitely 
not extant in contemporary Hellenic or proto-orthodox Christian 
thought.16 A primary interpreter of this stratum, contemporary with 
the redaction of apocalyptic and rabbinic traditions, Sethian Gnostic 
literature merits a sizable place in histories of the apocalypses and of 
Jewish mysticism. 
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This reasoning also has important ramifications for the evalua
tion of the history of Sethian thought. Distinctively Jewish themes 
and ideas about storyteHing, the currency of various authorities, elect 
soteriology, eschatology, and self-transformation are widespread and 
central co even the Platonizing Sethian treatises. These themes must 
have entered Sechian tradition at a very early stage, and they are what 
differentiate it so strongly in tone and idiom from contemporary 
Greek thought. What is not immediately clear is whether they entered 
in a Christianized form. 

The question of the relationship between Sethianism and Chris
tianity is best tackled while keeping in mind the persistent paral
lels to Manichaeism that have been observed throughout this book. 
Indeed, much that Sethian and Jewish apocalyptic traditions share 
with one another is also to be found among the Manichaeans. As the 
Cologne Mani Codex attests, Mani himself was familiar with Jew
ish apocalypses (including an Apocalypse of Sethel) and appears to 
have obtained his own visions in a Mesopotamian Elchasaite com
munity, the Mugtasilah ("cleansers"), whose practice was centered on 
repeated baptism and an ascetic lifestyle predicated on vegetarianism, 
farming, and probably encratism.17 Like those of the Jewish-Christian 
Elchasaites arid the Manichaeans, the Sethian tradition appears to 
have drawn from a common well of Jewish priestly lore glimpsed in 
the Dead Sea Scrolls and Hekhalot literature. It was inspired by Jew
ish, apocalyptic texts and built a salvation history around multiple 
descents of the primeval ancestor Seth. Yet it also offered an encratic 
regime that is rather unlike the asceticism of the Essene community 
or Merkavah mystics, to say nothing of its occasional interest in the 
figure of Jesus Christ as an incarnation of Seth. All this-baptismal 
community, encratism, deep interest in Jewish lore, belief in reincar
nation, and a veneration of Jesus as one of many incarnations of the 
savior-points to a community like the one in which Mani was born 
and raised. 

Scholars have long wondered about the relationship between 
Manichaeaism and Sethianism, noting that Sethian anti-baptismal 
polemic, particularly in the Apocalypse of Adam and Zostrianos, 

could derive from a milieu that produced Mani.18 Manichaeism typ
ically divides the world into fourteen aeons, while the Apocalypse 

of Adam segments cosmic history into thirteen plus one kingdoms.19 

The four hundred thousand descendents of Ham and Japheth in the 
Apocalypse of Adam also appear in the Manichaean Homilies, the 
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saved number four hundred thousand in the Book of the Giants.20 

This book adduces further parallels: Chapter 3 showed that the seers 
of Sethian texts closely resemble those of the apocalypses mentioned 

in the Cologne Mani Codex. Platonists criticized the revelatory epis
temology of Sethianism and Manichaeism in the same way. Man
ichaean eschatology posits a transmigration of souls periodically 
visited by a descending redeemer who adopts a variety of historical 
personages preaching salvation and establishing an elect who will be 
saved at the end of the world, a peculiar model that is precisely paral
leled by the Sethian texts. 21 Further, as in Manichaeism, the Sethian 
Jesus is one of many important figures in salvation history who, while 

certainly a part of the soteriological system, is not always the focus 
of attention or even mentioned. Finally, several important Sethian 
mythologoumena, such as Youel and the Doxomedon Aeon, are also 
present in the Manichaean pantheon. One could add that, as in Sethi

anism, the Manichaeans saw Seth as a salvific foreigner.22 

In light of these parallels, old and new, some kind of genetic rela
tionship between Sethianism and Manichaeism is all but certain; the 
question is where it originates, if any such point can be divined at all. 

Bohlig posited the influence of Manichaean missionaries in the later 
third century on Sethians in Egypt, but most of the parallels indi
cated in the above belong to Sethian traditions that are at least con
temporary with, if not prior, to the Platonizing apocalypses read in 
Plotinus's circle in Rome in the 26os.23 Besides the mission of Mani's 
disciple Adda, there is no evidence for Manichaeans in Egypt until 
the very end of the century, so, even if the Christian Gnostics in 
Plotinus's circle were fellow Egyptians or reading Egyptian Sethian 
texts, they or their literature could not have been influenced by a 
Manichaean mission. 24 

Just as Sethian parallels with Jewish mystical texts more likely indi
cate a common wellspring than a direct genetic relationship between 
Sethianism and Merkavah literature, parallels with Manichaean texts 
more likely indicate a common background in ascetic, visionary bap
tismal cult than Sethian Gnostic contact with Manichaean missionar
ies. If the relationship between Sethianism and Manichaeism is best 

explained by a common background in Syro-Mesopotamian Jewish 
baptismal groups, then Sethian literature itself is probably a product of 
such a group, perhaps one like the community of Man� either belong
ing to or resembling the Elchasaites. Some scholars have argued that 
Plotinus's Gnostic friends were themselves in possession of revelatory 
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Elchasaite literature taken from Mesopotamia to Rome by the Elcha
saite missionary Alcibiades, who was known to Hippolytus.25 This 
view has not commanded much assent, but the approach taken in this 
book validates its insight , namely, that the Sethian apocalypses read 
by these Gnostics were themselves products of a milieu similar to that 
of Elchasai and his missionary, Alcibiades-a hypothesis discussed 
further below. They therefore merit closer attention from specialists 
in the religion of Mani, which too emerged from such a milieu. 

Once we see Sethian traditions not as simply oscillating between 
Jewish, Christian, or pagan influences but rather as broadly indebted 
to the very particular mixture of Jewish apocalyptic and Chris
tian baptismal traditions we find in the Mesopotamia of Mani, we 
can slice the Gordian knot of perhaps the most difficult problem in 
Sethian literatute-how to read the presence of the figure of Jesus 
of Nazareth, with respect to understanding the relationship between 
Sethianism and Christianity. Indeed, it is Jesus's absence from the Pla
tonizing treatises (excepting perhaps Zostrianos) that, for most schol
ars, indicate their pagah provenance and provides a telos for Turner's 
literary history of Sethianism, culminating in the supposed expul
sion of Jewish, Christian, and apocalyptic themes in favor of Greek 
metaphysics in an attempt to Hellenize a Gnostic sect.26 Comparing 
Sethianism and Manichaeism helps us see that the criterion of Jesus's 
presence and references to scripture in a treatise to mark a nonpa
gan provenance simply points to a straw man. Despite the insistence 
of our modern sense of Judaism and Christianity, the ancient world 
birthed movements that do not fit scholars' categories of these terms 
but rather fall between and beyond them, without necessarily belong
ing to contemporary Greco-Roman culture either. 

Indeed, Chapters 3 to 6 show that the Platonizing Sethian treatises 
are hardly representative of Hellenic Platonism, even though they do 
not identify Jesus Christ as the Messiah. Instead, they assume a reve
latory epistemology that was decisively rejected by Hellenic philos
ophers (who preferred allegory for interpreting myth} but was tol
erated, if not embraced, in Jewish and Christian thought. Sethian 
providence appears to directly affect the lives of particular individu
als who are characterized as the elect, a position assaulted by Platonic 
critics of Christianity. Their eschatology decidedly affirms the end of 
the world and ultimate destruction of non-elect souls, a view faith
ful to Judeo-Christian scripture and apocrypha, vigorously defended 
by the Fathers, and attacked by their Hellenic interlocutors. Finally, 
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the background of the texts' rituals in Syro-Mesopotamian ascetic 
baptismal circles that placed a priority on glossolalia, angelification, 
and visionary experience culminating in unio liturgica is consonant 
with not just Jewish literature but Christian texts like the Ascension 

of Isaiah. 

The relative paucity of philosophically inclined Jewish literature 
from the Roman Empire means that our evidence for Hellenized 
Judea-Christian counterparts to the Sethian texts' epistemology and 
eschatology is, accidentally, largely Christian. The evidence presented 
here, on its own, could be products of a particularly Platonized Juda

ism. Other aspects of the treatises do, however, lean toward themes 
we associate with Christianity: their persistent descriptions of the 

Sethian elect as a race associated with the resident alien motif are 
decidedly at home in the world of early Christianity, not Hellenism or 
Judaism. Their ascetic practice in the service of mysticism was prob
ably centered on encratism, which does not fit the Jewish evidence 
from Qumran or the Hekhalot literature. Together with the strong 

correlations between their positions on eschatology, providence, sote

riology, and revelatory epistemology and those adopted by the church 
fathers, it is easy to see why the Platonizing Sethian treatises would 
have appealed to Christian intellectuals like Plotinus's friends, and 

a few scholars hypothesize that it is likely that they were written by 
Christians employing Sethian traditions.27 

Ought one refer to these intellectuals instead as Jewish-Christian 

in light of the similarity of many of their ideas to Elchasaeism? On the 
one hand, Sethian soteriology, eschatology, baptismal practice, and 
dependence on Jewish apocalyptic traditions is most strongly paral
leled not just among the Elchasaites but among other Jewish-Chris
tian groups like the Ebionites and the authors of the Pseudo-Clemen

tines. By this reasoning, it would be safe to simply say that Sethianism 
emerged from a generally Jewish-Christian milieu. On the other hand, 
if there is any defining characteristic of Jewish Christianity, it is adher

ence to the Law while recognizing Jesus of Nazareth as Messiah-an 
issue absent from the Sethian treatises. We therefore cannot say that 
Sethianism emerged out of Jewish Christianity, but that it emerged from 
the borderlines between Judaism and Christianity, drawing on Chris
tological and eschatological traditions associated with groups scholars 
today call Jewish-Christian, together with a wealth of Jewish apoc

ryphal lore. The liminal position Sethianism occupies between Juda
ism and Christianity does not merit dismissal of its Judea-Christian 
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characteristics and relegation of it to a vague sense of paganism but 

rather calls for further study in the context of other ancient Jewish 
and Christian sects that also passed back and forth along the develop

ing borderlines of these faiths. 
Nonetheless; from a philosophical perspective, the authors of the 

Platonizing Sethian treatises should be heralded as representatives of 
advanced Christian Platonism, and in terms of theological capabil

ity should be classed with contemporary third-century theological 

giants like Clement of Alexandria or Origen. They part ways with 
their orthodox Christian contemporaries on the creation of the world 
(assigned to a demiurge separate from the high God), use of the apoc

alyptic genre (Clement and the other Fathers wrote allegories, not 

apocalypses), encratism, and perhaps rejection of water baptism; in 

comparison with the emerging rabbinic movement and Jewish Chris

tians, meanwhile, they appear to have been uninterested in writing 
about the law of the Torah. 

THE "ACUTE HELLENIZATION" OF PLATONISM AND THE 

EXILE OF SETHIAN GNOSTICISM 

As discussed in the Introduction, recent scholarship has emphasized 

the strong ties between Sethian Gnosticism and Neoplatonism and 
even suggested that key aspects of Neoplatonic thought ultimately 

derive from pre-Plotinian Gnostic sources. The thesis defended here
that the Platonizing treatises were written by and for an audience 

familiar with and receptive to Judea-Christian ideas and themes, and 
could hardly have served in an attempt to appeal to Hellenes-does 

not demonstrate a lack of engagement between Sethian Gnosticism 

and Platonism or minimize the importance of Sethian Gnosticism for 
the history of philosophy. Rather, it is clear that this Judea-Christian, 

Gnostic philosophical literature was at the forefront of contemporary 
Platonic metaphysics, produced by highly educated individuals deeply 

inundated in the culture wars of Greco-Roman education. It is likely 
that Plotinus had acquaintance with Gnostic ideas before the 263 con

troversy, but it appears that cross-fertilization between him and the 

Gnostics did not extend beyond metaphysics and mysticism: those 
committed to the ideas contained in the Sethian apocalypses bitterly 
disagreed with him about issues of authority, storytelling, cosmology, 

eschatology, soteriology, and practice, and were consequently exiled 

from the Platonic tradition. 
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In any case, ostensible Sethian influence on Plotinus and other Neo
platonists is a red herring. The crucial import of the Plotinus-Gnostic 
controversy is not any hitherto-unnoticed Gnostic thinking in Ploti
nus's school but the way in which it catalyzed the "acute Helleniza
tion" of Platonism itself.28 After the controversy, Platonists enshrined 
the conservative Hellenocentrism of the Second Sophistic that colored 
Greek education in the second and third centuries CE. We can glimpse 
this turn in three pockets of evidence. The first two are associated 
with lamblichus-the closing of the Platonic "canon" and the codifi
cation of Platonic philosophy as a cultically Hellenic practice-while 
the third concerns how Porphyry, himself a player in the conflict with 
Gnosticism, wrote about another of the foremost Christian Platonists 
of his day, Origen of Alexandria. Together with Origen's floruit, then, 
the development of the Platonizing Sethian literature and its circula
tion by Christian intellectuals in Rome in the mid-third century CE 

marks the transition of Christian philosophy to an enterprise inde
pendent from the traditional Greek philosophical schools. 

As discussed in Chapter I, second- and third-century CE Greek 
philosophers were interested in the wisdom of· the East, including 
Jewish and Christian thinking, but usually considered the Greeks to 
be the first among equals of the known nations. Even so, as the pres
ence of the Christian Gnostics reading Sethian literature in Plotinus's 
school indicates, Christians and Hellenes of the period still partic
ipated in interconfessional reading groups. The Platonic Oriental
ism chat fetishized Eastern thought almost certainly contributed to 
the desire of Hellenic philosophers to engage with Judea-Christian 
ones. However, even a brief look at the interaction of these same Pla
tonic Orientalists with their Christian contemporaries in late antiq
uity shows that the situation changed when the Christian Gnostics 
left Plotinus's circle. Hellenic and Christian philosophers continued 
to be educated in the same schools, but their cohabitation produced 
strained relationships at best , as between Prohaeresis and Eunapius 
of Sardis (in the later fourth century CE) and bitter enemies at worst, 
as between Gregory Nazianzus and Julian the Apostate (in the mid
fourth century CE). 29 

The closest Hellenes and Christians would come to another inter
confessional Platonic circle was Hypatia's group in Alexandria, which 
included both Hellenic philosophers and mathematicians as well as 
Christians interested in Hellenic education, such as the future bishop 
Synesius of Cyrene. Tellingly, this circle ended in violence, due to 
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Hypatia's involvement in civic life (typical, as we have seen, among 
Platonists and Pythagoreans), which challenged the authority of the 
zealous patriarch Cyril. 3° Future Platonist teachers there, such as 
Ammonius or Olympiodorus, feared the Christian authorities and so 
actively avoided association with Hellenic cult or theological polem
ics. 31 Later, in Athens, Damascius would condemn their approach as 
cowardice. 32 Indeed, their stature did not match that of the Athenian 
Platonists, who after Hypatia's death succeeded in poaching Alexan
dria's students , further radicalizing the split between Hellenic and 
Christian philosophers. 33 

Conversely, our Hellenic sources from the fourth century onward
conciliatory or not-appear to depict a quiet but clear banishment of 
Jewish, Christian, and particularly Gnostic literature from authorita
tive philosophical discourse. After the Plotinus-Gnostic controversy, 
Platonists only mentioned such materials to excoriate or dismiss them 
because of their ideas about authority, medium of expressing truth, 
soteriology, eschatology, and ritual life. Of the entire extant post
Plotinian Platonic tradition, only Porphyry and Julian demonstrate 
intimate familiarity with scripture, and conscript it into the service 
of verbal assault.34 In his extant corpus, Iamblichus never mentions 
Jews or Christians. Gnostics come up once (a passage we will review 
below). Eunapius occasionally bemoans the decay of the Hellenic cult 
he saw around him, but shows no intimacy with Judaism or Chris
tianity. 35 This condemnation of silence was followed in the Athenian 
school: Produs and Damascius occasionally remarked on an unhappy 
state of political affairs, complaining of the "ignorance" about cosmo
logical matters among unnamed contemporaries-the Christians. 36 

While the Platonic teachers in Alexandria were more cautious than 
their Athenian contemporaries, they did not deign to engage (much 
less approbate) Judea-Christian scripture or philosophy-even when 
teaching Christians. 37 

In the spirit of Platonic Orientalism, Iamblichus fused the Chal

daean Oracles with a structured curriculum of the Platonic dia
logues and its tradition of interpretation stretching back to the Mid
dle Platonists. This educational program persisted to the crackdown 
on Athenian Neoplatonism in 529 CE, with no sign whatsoever that 
Jewish, Christian, or Gnostic literature was circulated. While Pla
tonists before the Plotinus-Gnostic controversy championed Plato and 
Pythagoras as the bedrock of philosophical inquiry, they also exhib
ited interest in sources outside the Hellenic tradition that they hoped 
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to harmonize with it. After the controversy, the canon of Platonism 

became limited to Plato, his commentators, and a healthy dose of 
Aristotle, alongside alien authorities already comfortably subdued by 
Orientalizing Hellenism. 

Platonic approaches to civic cult and ritual practice also changed 
immediately following the Plotinus-Gnostic controversy. As argued 
in Chapter r, Greek philosophical schools in the second and third 
centuries CE were cultically conservative. Plotinus was offended by 
the lack of respect Christians had for "the traditions of our fathers" 
and the obvious incongruency between the ritual life depicted in their 
treatises and that which he expected a Greek philosopher to lead. 
Iamblichus's incorporation and theorization of theurgic rituals into 
Neoplatonism, however, went far beyond Plotinus and Porphyry; 

while philosophers were already considered ritual specialists in the 
public sphere of the civic cult, they had become mystagogues in the 
private sphere of the philosophical circle. By vir tue of their status as 
theurgists, the post-Iamblichaean Platonists saw themselves as custo
dians of the (rapidly shrinking} Hellenic ritual life. 38 While Iambli
chus theorized how theurgy actually worked, the social background 
of theurgy-the cult and color of later Neoplatonism-was set by 

the position Plotinus took against the Gnostics, and exported by Por
phyry to Hellenism's greater conflict with Christianity. 

It is worth pausing to speculate as to how the Gnostic controversy 

may have contributed to Iamblichus's initial turn to theurgic ritual. 
He was a younger contemporary of Porphyry and probably in touch 
with Amelius upon the latter's return to Syria after the death of Plo
tinus. It is difficult to imagine that he had not heard of the master's 
Christian Gnostic friends, the Platonizing apocalypses they circulated 
in the seminar, and the refutations that Porphyry and Amelius wrote 
of them. He knew the Enneads, and thus Against the Gnostics and 
Plotinus's critiques of the Gnostics' cultic improprieties and disrespect 
for Hellenic authority. Yet he also sternly objected to Plotinus's thesis 
that Soul had not entirely descended into the body, and so remained 
separate from it, always connected to the intelligible world.39 Iambli

chus countered that Soul had in fact descended, and needed purifi
cation and rectification in the present life through ritual practice in 
order to regain communion with God. By focusing on ritual, ecstasy, 
and nonrational interaction with the Godhead, Iamblichus countered 

an excess of philosophical "god-talk" (theology) with a way of life, 
"god-action" (theurgy).40 
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In the one explicit reference to Gnostics in the Platonic tradition 
after the Life of Plotinus, Iamblichus says that Gnostics also affirm 
the descent of Soul into the world "because of derangement and devi
ation."41 His lack of invective against them in this context is striking, 
and perhaps can be accounted for by the hypothesis that he agreed 

with them on the Soul's descent into matter.42 After all, both Iam
blichus and the authors of the Sethian texts trafficked in rites that 
purify the individual and permit a vision of the Godhead in this life. 
It is important to remember, however, that while this general founda
tion for theurgic practice seems to have been agreed on by Iamblichus 
and the Gnostics," he shows no sign of having adopted their specific 
practices of celestial baptism or angelification. More importantly, 
the Sethian goal of obtaining a supra-angelic status with power out
stretching that of heavenly beings directly contradicts his own con
cept of divinization, in which divine energy, of its own accord, trick
les down to the theurgist , who uses rites to become receptive to it, as 
argued in Chapter 6. The avatars of Seth annul their alienation from 
the Invisible Spirit once they have attained divinization; the Neo
platonic theurgist becomes, in this life, the temporary beneficiary of 
divine powers. The Hellenes were much more cautious about claiming 
kinship with their own alien God, the One. 

Iamblichus also eschews Sethian mythologoumena, instead set
tling for a fetishized caricature of Egyptian and Chaldaean wisdom 
traditions-a Platonic Orientalism that was culturally safe for Hel
lenes to brandish. This explains the puzzling fact that the Hermetica 
and the Chaldean Oracles obtained authority in later Platonic circles, 
while other mythologizing, Orientalizing sources (like the Sethian 
apocalypses) did not. Even if their auto-Orientalizing was intended 
to distinguish their Platonism from Hellenic ideology, it was possi
ble for anti-Christian Plato,nic Orientalists, like Proclus, to absorb
them as consonant with traditional Greek cult. Unlike the Platoniz
ing Sethian treatises, the Hermetica and the Oracles did not invoke 
Judeo-Christian authorities or support positions about providence, 
eschatology, and divinization that were objectionable to Hellenic Pla
tonists.43 Despite their auto-Orientalism, the Hermetica and the Ora

cles were mostly consistent with Hellenic Platonism, and they were 
therefore accepted. 

At the same time, we have no evidence of lamblichus actively 
rejecting Gnosticism either. Instead, he lists Gnostics alongside other 
philosophers (like Empedocles), as if they were a school (aYpeau;). 
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And why not? Plotinus too says that they considered themselves a 
"school," complaining that they claim to belong to a different school 
and set themselves apart (perhaps as a new race, like other Christians), 
even though the substance of their learning is to be found in Plato, 
a Hellene. His charge-and indeed much of the evidence about the 
conflict with his Gnostic friends and their apocalypses-is echoed in 
some of Porphyry's famous remarks in Against the Christians about 
another Christian school Platonist, Origen of Alexandria.44 Having 
complained about Christian attempts to use Hellenic techniques of 
allegory to "find an explanation of the wickedness of the Jewish writ
ings rather than give them up (,�c; 6� µox0tJplac; ni>v'IoucSa'iKwv ypacpwv 
ouK 6.1t6cnaow)," he says that 

This kind of absurdity must be traced to a man whom I met when I 
was still quite young, who had a great reputation, and still holds it, 
because of the writings he has left behind him. I mean Origen, whose 
fame has been widespread among the teachers of this kind of learn
ing. For this man was a hearer of Ammonius, who had the greatest 
proficiency in philosophy in our day; and so far as a grasp of knowl
edge was concerned he owed much to his master, but as regards the 
right choice in life he took the opposite road to him. For Ammo-
nius was a Christian, brought up in Christian doctrine by his par
ents, yet, when he began to think and study philosophy, he immedi
ately changed his way of life conformably to the laws (npo<; -r�v Ka-ra 
v6µou<; 1toX1-rE[av); but Origen, a Hellene educated in Hellenic learn
ing, drove headlong towards barbarian recklessness (To �6.p�apov 
T6Xµ11µa); and making straight for this he hawked himself and his 
literary skill about; and while his manner of life was Christian and 
contrary to the law (napav6µw<;), in his opinions about material 
things and the Deity he played the Greek, and introduced Greek ideas 
into alien fables (Ta'EH�vwv Tote, 60velo1c; urro�aH6µevoc; µu001<;). For 
he was always consorting with Plato (et al.) ... and he used also the 
books of Chaeremon the Stoic and Cornutus, from whom he learnt 
figurative interpretation, as employed in the Hellenic mysteries, and 
applied it to Jewish writings.45 

Porphyry here unfavorably contrasts Hellenic and barbarian, Judeo
Christian learning, reckoned as "contrary to the law." Scholars have 
debated whether Porphyry refers here to legally sanctioned persecu
tion of Christianity or to the "divine law" of the order of the cosmos, 
but as we have seen in Plotinus's polemic about Gnosticism in Chapter 
2, these readings are by no means mutually exclusive.46 The created 
and eternal orders are images of one another, belonging on a single 
spectrum of Being emanating from the One; ideas contrary to natural 
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law (i.e., the resurrection of the Body or the eventual destruction of 

the cosmos) could only, to Plotinus and Porphyry, have been mirrored 
by behavior contrary to earthly law.47 Moreover, just as Plotinus rel
egates the epistemological status of Judea-Christian, Gnostic myth to 
the grade Plato assigns to bad poetry-a "reflection of a reflection," 
as discussed in Chapter 3-Porphyry regards the Jewish stories alle
gorically interpreted by Origen as "alien fables" (wic; 66vE!ou; µu0mc;), 
as a bad, foreign kind of story.48 Finally, Porphyry juxtaposes Ori
gen's lawless, barbarian Christian life with his Hellenic origins. It is 
not necessary to read him as asserting a pagan upbringing for Ori
gen.49 Like Plotinus on his Gnostic friends, Porphyry is frustrated that 
Origen, despite his years of immersion in Greek culture , claimed "to 
possess a universal philosophy based on a set of barbarian texts from 
the very edges of the Greco-Roman world."50 

Against the Christians was probably written around 300 CE.51 We 
see then that a real transformation has taken place between the for
mation of Plotinus's school in Rome and the dawn of the fourth cen
tury, by which time Porphyry is likely to have completed his polemi
cal work on Christianity and Iamblichus reached his floruit. Half a 
century before, Christians reading Gnostic apocalypses replete with 
Neoplatonic contemplative and metaphysical terminology could spend 
time in a circle of Hellenic philosophers, and Jewish and Christian 
sources were reckoned as alien but safe barbarian wisdom, mentioned 
by Hellenes in the same breath as the teaching of Egypt, India, or Per
sia. Plotinus's friends and the Sethian literature thus occupied, with 
Origen, what was then a liminal state in which Hellenic and Christian 
philosophers frequented the same philosophical circles.52 Yet on the 
eve of the Great Persecution, Porphyry seems to regard Judeo-Chris
tian teaching as incompatible with Hellenic tradition. In the wake of 
the Gnostic controversy, he and Plotinus determined that the stories 
prized by Judeo-Christian tradition were full of values alien to the way 
of life esteemed by the Platonists and cosmological ideas incompatible 
with Platonism, and thus sought to abolish the more liminal, free zone 
in which Christian and Hellenic Platonists had previously comingled. 

Iamblichus must have thought Porphyry's views legitimate, and 
proceeded to reconceptualize Hellenic religion as a theurgic tradition 
with its own brand of Platonic Orientalism; his silence on Judaism 
and Christianity speaks volumes, and became the standard for Pla
tonic philosophical literature through the end of the school. Thus the 
Sethian deity-the Great Invisible Spirit-even when described with 
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the jargon of technical Greek thought, became a truly alien God to 
the Platonists, who did their best to exile Him, consigning him to 
forgotten obscurity. Meanwhile, the readers of the Sethian apoca
lypses had used the theme of alienation to describe their experience 
of the cosmos with respect to this deity. 53 It is precisely these worldly 
matters-public life, authority of tradition, medium of communicat
ing learning, soteriology, eschatology, and ritual-that alienated the 
Neoplatonists from the Sethian texts and their Christian readers, and 
incited them to identify their school with the cause of Hellenism as 
both philosophy and religious confession. 

RETHINKING SETHIAN TRADITION 

The dual theses of this book-the location of Sethian tradition, 

including the Platonizing treatises, within the spectrum of Jewish 
Christianities and its catalyzing effect on the fixing and closing of the 
Platonic tradition-are best integrated and recapitulated through a 
brief presentation of a hypothetical history of Sethian Gnostic tradi
tions and their interaction with Neoplatonism. 

Most scholarship has argued that the absence of baptism and Jesus 
Christ from several of the Sethian treatises could be accounted for 
by origins in a Palestinian community, either a pre-Christian group 
related to Johannine tradition, followed by a secondary "Christian
ization" taking place in later recensions of Sethian literature, or a 
pre-Christian Barbeloite group influenced by new baptismal ideas 
(Johannine or Pauline).54 This perspective overstates the importance 
of Johannine themes to the wider Sethian tradition, since they are 
mostly found in the Apocryphon oflohn and Trimorphic Protennoia. 
These texts certainly contain both Johannine and Sethian traditions, 
but are also dependent on Ophite sources. Their most distinctive fea
ture, the incarnation and tripartite descent of Barbelo-Providence fea
tured in the "Pronoia Hymn," seems to be extraneous and even mutu
ally exclusive with Serbian salvation history, which instead deals with 
the multiple incarnations of Seth (not Providence-Barbelo) in history 
as savior. Like the Gospel of Judas, they are composite texts that 
incorporate Sethian traditions or underwent Sethian redaction, but 
probably belong at the later end of its development, around the turn 
of the third century CE.55 

One can therefore dispense with the idea of pre-Christian Jewish 
Sethianism, thus giving a later date for Sethian ideas and texts and 
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compact their composition to the late second and early third centu
ries CE, with the Platonizing texts probably coming somewhat later.56 

Aside from the Platonizing treatises, we are then left with the Egyp

tian Gospel, the Apocalypse of Adam, and Melchizedek. Dating these 
texts on internal grounds is hopeless, but there is no reason not to 
assign the Egyptian Gospel and Apocalypse of Adam to the later sec
ond century CE, since the Platonizing treatises appear to be dependent 
on traditions contained in them, while interest in Seth as a savior fig
ure seems to arise in contemporary Christian literature only around 
the end of the second century CE. 57 Melchizedek probably is from a 
similar period.58 The anti-baptismal polemic in Apocalypse of Adam 
is a criticism of water baptism in the vein of Mani and the Sethians 
known to Epiphanius.59 Like Mani, the originators of Sethian tra
dition must have rejected the baptismal practices of proto-orthodox 
Christians or the Elchasaites; instead, they favored the rite of the Five 
Seals, a practice (unction?) symbolizing the five senses, which was 
based in first-century transformative baptismal traditions but rejected 
physical water as polluted in favor of the induction of ecstasy, which 
put one in contact with celestial "living water." This is certainly the 
tradition that was incorporated into the celestial baptisms of the Tri
morphic Protennoia and Egyptian Gospel, which also mention the 
Five Seals. 

As Turner recognized, the doxologies of Zostrianos are dependent 

on the Egyptian Gospel.60 Its negative theology resembles the Pla
tonism of the anonymous "Parmenides" Commentary and Plotinus. 
Its Greek original was probably, then, written in the first half of the 
third century CE, and read in Plotinus's seminar.61 The same is prob
ably also true of the Three Ste/es of Seth. Allogenes and Marsanes 
are trickier. Allogenes' negative theology, meanwhile, strongly resem
bles post-Plotinian thought, which is best explained by assigning the 
text's Nag Hammadi redaction to the fourth century CE (at the earli
est).62 This emphasis on continued engagement of Neoplatonism by 
the Gnostics (or perhaps vice versa) is strengthened by Turner's dating 
of Marsanes to the fourth century, on the grounds of its similarity on 
points of Neoplatonic theology to the thought of Iamblichus's student 
Theodore of Asine. 63 The other Sethian treatises as preserved at Nag 
Hammadi could also bear the marks of redaction and rewriting in the 
fourth century and beyond.64

The focus of these various texts on matters of salvation history, 
cosmology, and contemplative metaphysics gives us virtually no 
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information about their geographical provenance, but once we rec
ognize that Sethianism is not necessarily an offshoot of a Johannine 
baptismal group, there is no reason to privilege Palestine as its hypo
thetical place of origin.65 Other options for the development of Sethi
anism present themselves. Assuming that the tradition developed 
in proximity to the Jewish-Christian Elchasaites, for instance, one 
can point to several potential host groups in different locations-the 
trans-Jordanian Sampsaeans-Elchesaeans (known to Epiphanius), 
the Palestinian Elchasaites reading an Apocalypse of Elchasai later 
brought to Rome by Alcibiades of Apamea (known to Hippolytus and 
Origen), and the Babylonian Mugtasilah, who raised Mani.66 How
ever, an attractive hypothesis is the composition of Sethian texts in 
Apamea around the turn of the third century CE; we know Elchasaite 
traditions and literature circulated there, and the city apparently was 
a desirable place for Platonists, since it produced Numenius and lam
blichus. Amelius retired there. One scholar has recently opined that 
the Chaldaean Oracles were written there.67 It is the only city other 
than Rome where Elchasaite and Platonic works are known to have 
coexisted among Gnostic traditions in the second and third centu
ries CE. It would have been a fine place for such diverse trajectories 
to begin to coalesce into hybrid and highly redacted Sethian texts 
like the Platonizing treatises-at least as likely as Alexandria and cer
tainly in closer proximity to the Syrian baptismal traditions related 
to Elchasaeism and Manichaeism. This much being said, the trea
tises could also have been composed in a diversity of environments: 
Melchizedek, for instance, is probably from Egypt and shows little 
interest in either Platonism or the baptismal polemic that brings Apa
mea to our attention.68 

A provisional narrative that fits this reading of the textual evi
dence goes as follows: Sethian speculation, drawing from Barbe
loite, Sethite, and Jewish mystical ideas, developed in contact with 
Syrian (Jewish)-Christian circles related to the Elchasaites or a bap
tismal group very much like them, in the early or mid-second cen
tury CE. Sethian books were included with the literature brought by 
the Elchasaite missionary Alcibiades from Apamea to Rome in the 
220s, where it found an audience among local Christian heretics. 69 A 
piece of evidence supporting the hypothesis of circulation of our Pla
tonizing Sethian works in the community that received Alcibiades is 
Hippolytus's remark that the readers of the book of Elchasai called 
themselves "foreknowers" (npoyvwcr-rixoi).70 Nothing we know about 
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the Elchasaites and their book indicates that they were interested in 
providence or the first thought of the deity, but the Sethian texts are 
replete with this language used in a soteriological (albeit contempla
tive) context, and the heresiologist refers these foreknowers not to 
the immediate followers of Elchasai himself but to his later, Roman 
readers.71 Hippolytus implies that the "foreknowledge" of which they 
spoke came from the Apocalypse of Elchasai, but it is more likely that 
they were referring to versions of Zostrianos, Allogenes, and the like. 

It is impossible -to demonstrate whether the Platonizing Sethian 
treatises were written in Rome then or had already been composed 
before Alcibiades' mission, but it is clear that they were written 
by advanced Jewish-Christian metaphysicians as in-house vision
ary and ritual manuals to be used by somewhat educated lay medi
tators already familiar with Sethian asceticism and ritual practice. 
Their readers believed themselves to be elect individuals under the 
care of the Barbelo, whom some had encountered in their visions, 
and referred to themselves as "individuals" or possibly "foreknowers" 
(per Plotinus and Hippolytus, respectively). The appeal of the Sethian 
texts to these Roman Christians would have included the apologetic 
theme of Sethian ethnic reasoning, popular in Christian apologetic 
and martyrological texts. The crowns that litter the Serbian texts may 
have also been read in a martyrological context, not insignificant con
sidering that the controversy with Plotinus follows immediately upon 
the Decian and Valerianic persecutions (250, 257-60 CE). Plotinos's 
Christian friends, members of one of many Christian communities in 
Rome, were evidently advanced enough thinkers to merit discussion 
in his seminar, which could make them eligible candidates for having 
authored the treatises themselves. 

Regardless, Nag Hammadi's Zostrianos, earlier redactions of Allo
genes and Marsanes (or the closely related Apocalypse of Nicotheus), 

and perhaps also the Three Steles of Seth were read in Plotinus's 
seminar and critiqued. The catalyst in the explosion of the conflict 
between Plotinus and the Gnostics was likely Porphyry.72 Regardless 
of the degree of the master's prior affinity with Gnostics, after Por
phyry's arrival in 263 CE, he fell out with them on grounds cosmologi
cal, eschatological, ideological, and cultic, drawing the lines much as 
Porphyry and later Hellenes would draw the line between Hellenic 
and Christian Platonists. Plotinus probably was interested in the mys
tical practices the Sethian texts had to offer and willing to ignore 
their objectionable cosmological and soteriological content. Porphyry, 
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who would later in life become a champion of Hellenic conservatism 
and a severe critic of Christianity, must have advised his teacher that 
there is more to the study of Platonic philosophy than mysticism, and 
that the Sethian treatises were replete with philosophical stances that 
demanded refutation, as would the errant doctrines of the Stoics or 
Epicureans. A proper Hellenist himself, Plotinus was won over, set his 
best students against the Sethian literature, and composed Ennead 

2.9 for students loyal to his more traditional Platonism, thus exiling 
the local Christian Gnostics from his school. 

However, Gnostic thinkers-probably related to Plotinus's friends, 
although of this we cannot be sure-continued to engage Neopla
tonism even after Plotinus's death. Allogenes and Marsanes both show 
signs of interest in Iamblichaean thought. Marsanes' alphabet mysti
cism probably is based on the speculation of Iamblichus's student, 
Theodore of Asine. Iamblichus himself likely had access to Gnostic 
texts and thought they were worthy of at least mention in doxogra-. 
phy, although best ignored most of the time. Plotinus and Porphyry's 
push against Gnostic Platonism was not, then, entirely successful; it 
took the polarization of Hellenic and Christian thinkers along cultic 
lines in post-Constantinian Rome for the engagement between Gnos
ticism and Neoplatonism to cease completely. 

This does not mean, however, that Sethian literature stopped 
being read and reconfigured; the Egyptian Archontics and Borborites 
known to Epiphanius were reading apocalypses containing Sethian 
traditions, and the Untitled treatise in the Bruce Codex presents iso
lated, broken characters and principles of Sethian tradition, proba
bly from the fourth century.73 It is entirely possible that the Roman 
Gnostics known to Porphyry stayed in Rome, assimilated to the local 
churches, and continued to circulate Sethian literature.74 The origin 
of the Nag Hammadi texts themselves, of course, remains mysterious 
as well; but whether one considers them to be products of monks or 
urban occultists, buried in the fourth century CE or centuries later, 
the appeal of the Platonizing treatises' apocalypticism, contemplative 
practice, angelology, and encratic asceticism to their Coptic transla
tors and scribes would have been undeniable.75 

It is precisely this potpourri of apocalyptic myth, Neoplatonic 
thought, and Jewish divinization that makes Platonizing Sethian 
texts so obscure yet fascinating today. They set off a battle royale 
amongst some of the greatest thinkers of the third century CE, bran
dished by Gnostic Christians deeply involved in the ancient equivalent 
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of a high-octane graduate seminar. Together with the accounts writ
ten about this conflict by their opponents, these texts provide us our 

most sure and vivid knowledge about a group of ancient Gnostics. 

Moreover, this group emerged into the philosophical spotlight out 

of a sociocultural zone where Jewish and Christian ideas about cos
mology, anthropology, salvation, and authority are omnipresent, but 

Judaism and Christianity themselves remain slippery categories. In 

spite of their philosophical prolixity, the Platonizing Sethian apoca
lypses furnish an invaluable glimpse into the cultural traditions and 
dynamics out of which Judaism, Christianity, and Manichaeism were 

formed. Under the aegis of Plato, the last Hellenes defined themselves 

against these same traditions and thus against the God of Abraham, 

soon also to be the God of Muhammad. 





APPENDIX: READING PORPHYRY ON 

THE GNOSTIC HERETICS AND THEIR 

APOCALYPSES 

fe.y6va.crt 15i; KO.'t' a.u'tov Trov Xptcrna.vrov nonoi µi;v Ka.l liA-A-Ot, 

a.tpimKoi 15& EK 'tfi<; 7[0.A.(ItU<; cptA.00-0(p{ai; O.Vl]yµevoi 

ot 1tspi AMA-cp1ov Kai AKUA-ivov 

... a1toKaA.y'1fsti; TS 1tpocptpoV'tsi; Zropo6.crTpou Ka.l Z©cnpia.vou 

Ka.i NtKo9fou Kai AUoy£voui; Kai Mfocrou. 

There wer� in his (Plotinus's) time many others, 
Christians, in particular heretics 
who had set �ut from the ancient philosophy, 
men belonging to the schools of Adelphius and Aculinus 
... who produced revelations of Zoroaster and Zostrianos 

and Nicotheus and Allogenes and Messos. 

The opening sentence of Vita Plotini chapter 16 contains a number of 
philological difficulties. How one chooses to approach them deeply 
affects consideration of the identity of the Gnostics in Plotinus's circle 
and their controversial apocalypses. The language of the crucial first 
clause is tricky. First, there is the question of how to translate aipsnKoi, 
here rendered "heretics." Considering the common, non-pejorative 
use of the term in Greek philosophy,1 most translators prefer to ren
der it with "sectarians" or "school" and so on .2 Yet Porphyry was 
an active opponent of Christianity, familiar both with biblical texts 
and contemporary philosophical debate about them. It is probable 
that he was familiar with the pejorative Christian sense of aipsTtKoi, 
"not orthodox," that is, "heretics," and, like Julian the Apostate, 
chose to use it when talking about certain Christian groups. 3 The 
choice between these two options is a false one. Like Plotinus, Por
phyry clearly regarded these Christians as wayward Platonists intent 
on founding their own school, but he was also surely capable of rec
ognizing that they were different from the proto-orthodox and nastily 
derogating them as such.4 
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More difficult is the construction rc0Uo1 µEv KO.I liAAOl aipe,u<01 
8£ ... : is liAAOL apposite to aipn11<0!, marked by 6£ and opposed to 
the no.Ho[, marked by µlv? In this case, the passage would read "there 
were many Christians, and then there were others, heretics. The her
etics" would belong to a group of "others," who are opposed to the 
"many Christians," and thus were non-Christian adherents to pagan 
gnosis.5 I prefer the reading by which a.Hot is apposite to noUoi by 
Kai, minimizing the contrast between the subjects marked by µtv and 
M., in which case the text means "there were many others, Chris
tians, in particular heretics."6 Thus, the heretics (iSe} belong to a larger 
group of "other Christians" (µtv).7 

Next, does UVTJyµtvoL ol rrep1 AiSl1,.cp1ov Kai AKuAivov refer to Chris
tian heretics specified as individuals who belonged to the school of 
Adelphius and Aculinus who simply rejected "the ancient philoso
phy"?8 Or did they instead start out from the Greeks, presumably end
ing somewhere else, meriting Plotinus's ire? As Howard Jackson argues, 
uvayecr0ai does not simply mean "abandon" (pace Armstrong} as much 
as "set out on a voyage."9 The latter option is thus to be preferred: Por
phyry specifies that the heretics were Platonists who had gone astray. 

Finally, in English translation it is unclear whether "revelations 
of Zoroaster and Zostrianos" signals a single work of revelations 
ascribed to them both or two separate apocalypses. Indeed, the for
mer could be indicated by the evidence from NHC VIIl,1, whose 
scribal colophon (a cryptogram) reads, following the title Zostrianos, 

"words of truth of Zostrianos, god of truth; words of Zoroaster." 
However, the Kai between the two names in Porphyry does signal 
not just two individuals but also two apocalypses: an Apocalypse of 

Zoroaster, refuted by Porphyry, and The Apocalypse of Zostrianos, 

refuted by Amelius, as Porphyry says. The colophon in NHC VIII,r 
appears to be not a title, but the embellishment of a scribe familiar 
with Zostrianos's association with the figure of Zoroaster to a work 
entitled Zostrianos. The relationship of the Allogenes mentioned 
by Porphyry to a hypothetical Apocalypse of Messos is ambiguous. 
Henri-Charles Puech notes that the titles mentioned by Porphyry are 
separated by a Kai, probably indicating different books (i.e., an Apoc

alypse of Allogenes and Apocalypse of Messos).10 The titular subscript 
concluding NHC XI,3 ("Allogenes") probably indicates a single, inde
pendent work familiar with the figure of Messos, to whom another 
apocalypse was ascribed, although it is possible that Porphyry was 
confused, and sundered in his reading a single treatise in two.11 
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Altogether, then, Porphyry says the opponents were Christian her

etics who hacj. trained as Platonists. Among the writings they brought 

to the seminar were at least four apocalypses, assigned individually 

to Zoroaster, Zostrianos, Allogenes , and Nicotheus, and perhaps 

another to Messos. 





NOTES 

INTRODUCTION 

I. E.g., C�hen, The Beginnings of Jewishness.
2.. This rhetorical strategy is widely employed in pedagogical and popu

lar writing-e.g., Holland Lee Hendrix on "Early 'Christianities' of the 2nd 
and 3rd Centuries," in the PBS television special (later adapted for the web) 
From Jesus to Christ (http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/reli
gion/first/diversity.html, accessed July I8, 20n). 

On "Jewish-Christianity," see Jackson-McCabe, "What's in a Name?" 
For a succinct exemplar of the classical approach, followed here-which is to 
designate the groups in question "Jewish-Christian" because of their adher
ence to Torah Law alongside recognition of Jesus of Nazareth as the Mes
siah-see Paget, "Jewish Christianity." For further references and a survey 
of the problem with respect to Sethianism, see Burns, "Jesus' Reincarnations 
Revisited." 

3. For a fiO:e criticism of the term "pagan," see O'Donnell, "Late Antiq
uity: Before and After." I use the term "Hellenic" instead not because I 
believe that it successfully covers all the same territory as "pagan" might (as 
if that were a laudable goal) but because the bulk of the non-Abrahamic tra
ditions engaged in this book are Greek, and "Greek-ness," or "Hellenicity," 
was a primary term of self-identification for adherents to these traditions. 
Cameron makes a fine argument in defense of the use of "pagan," but this 
argument can be applied only to the second half of the fourth century CE 

(Last Pagans, 17); 
4. Accepting laudable criticisms of the category "Gnosticism" and its dis

cursive baggage (M. A. Williams, Rethinking "Gnosticism", esp. 51-53, 
2.65; King, What Is Gnosticism? esp. 168-69), this study nonetheless fol
lows the approach of Layton, "Prolegomena." Others basically following 
Layton include Marjanen, "What Is Gnosticism?" 2.ff; Pearson, "Gnosti
cism as a Religion," 94ff; Logan, The Gnostics, 9; Plese, "Gnostic Litera
ture," 164; esp. Brakke, The Gnostics, 29-51. Some have objected that this 
term does not appear as a term of self-designation in the Nag Hammadi 
hoard, which has bequeathed to us so many of these "Biblical Demiurgical" 
myths (the term is Williams's, from Rethinking "Gnosticism"); rather, the 
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term is an invention of the heresiologists, who used it sarcastically to deni
grate their opponents (M.A. Williams, Rethinking "Gnosticism", 42; King, 
What Is Gnosticism? I67). One might reply that the mythological valence of 
Gnostic literature leaves no room for an academic, self-designating term like 
"Gnostic" (Layton, "Prolegomena," 344, followed by Brakke, The Gnostics, 
47-48; cf. M.A. Williams, "Was There a Gnostic Religion?" 74). A prob
lem with this reply is that if we accept chat "Gnostics" constituted a discrete
social group who transmitted to us only aetiological myths and metaphysical
tractates, we are shut off from any secure knowledge about the group beyond
these myths-including questions of their social makeup, interactions with
contemporaries, etc. This is why Porphyry's evidence {see next paragraph in 
text) is doubly important, because it gives us a firm social and temporal con
text for fixing the use and interpretation of a body of extant Gnostic texts
the "Platonizing" Sethian apocalypses, as I call them below.

5. Porph. Vit. Plot. ch. I6, text and tr. Armstrong {LCL), significantly
modified. See the Appendix for discussion of this rendering of the opening 
lines. 

6. Robinson, "Nag Hammadi: The First Fifty Years." The origin of the
codices is unknown; see recently Logan, The Gnostics, I2ff. 

7. Recognized decades ago by Schenke (ap. Klijn, "A Seminar on Sethian
Gnosticism") and Layton, "Prolegomena," 348. 

8. Tardieu has identified a source shared by Zost. and Marius Victorinus's
treatise Adversus Arium that deals with negative theology and describes 
God in terms that recall the anonymous Turin commentary on Plato's Par
menides (Tardieu, "Recherches sur la Formation"; Hadot, "Porphyre et 
Victorinus: Questions et hypotheses"; Turner, "Introduction: Zostrianos," 
76-77; idem, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 579-608; idem, "Introduction:
Allogenes," I4r-54; idem, "Gnostic Sethians," 42-51; idem, "Victorinus,"
72-79). The implications of this body of evidence for rewriting the Gnos
tic role in the development of these ancient metaphysicians continues to be
debated; see recently Turner, "Platonizing Sethian Treatises"; Chase, "Por
phyre Commentateur."

9. Thus Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," esp. 14, an
argument followed by Brakke, The Gnostics, 83, 137; see also Narbonne, 
Plotinus in Dialogue. It remains unclear, however, whether it is possible to 
prove that key innovations in Platonic metaphysics originated with Gnostic 
thinkers. An early dating of the Greek Vorlagen of the Coptic versions of Zos
trianos and Allogenes necessarily implies that "Platonists of Plotinus' own 
school met the (Being-Life-Mind) triad first in the works of their (Gnostic) 
adversaries; that, declining to borrow openly, they adopted it under camou
flage" (Edwards, "Christians and the Parmenides," 2:I96; see also Attridge, 
"Gnostic Platonism," 25). Yet this dating is under debate. Rasimus, mean
while, dates the Turin commentary prior to Plotinus, assigning authorship 
to the Sethian authors of the "Platonizing" Gnostic apocalypses themselves 
("Porphyry and the Gnostics," followed by Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian 
Gnostic Background," 30-31; Burns, "Review," 299-300). Although this 
question is not the focus of this book, I will return to it in Chapter 7. 
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IO. With respect to Judaism, see Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 21; King, 
What Is Gnosticism? 188; Luttikhuizen, "Sethianer?" 85. More generally, 
see Brakke, The Gnostics, 85. Abramowski also observes Christian features 
in Zostrianos ("Nag Hammadi 8,1 'Zostrianos', das Anonymum Brucia
num, Plotin Enn. 2,9 (33)"). This study agrees with most of her arguments 
and seeks to offer many more in support of Judea-Christian authorship for 
the other "Platonizing" treatises as well 

CHAPTER I 

1. There was, however, a fourth-century sect of Christians known as
the Adelphians-Puech, "Plotin et les gnostiques," r64. Cf. Elsas, Neupla
tonische und gnostische Weltablehnung, 49-52. 

2. The fourth-century historian of philosophy Eunapius of Sardis says he
was a co-disciple of Porphyry, Amelius (another pupil of Plotinus), and Ori
gen (on whom, see Chapter 7-Eunap. VS 4.2.r[GiangrandeJ). He composed 
both "treatises in prose (ouyypaµµato.) and discourses (A6yo1)" (ibid.). >..oyoc; 
has too wide a lexical range to signify a specific genre of text, but the mean
ing of auyypaµµam is clear, and since A6yoc; is clearly opposed to it, Euna
pius probably means a narrative (dialogue) or a collection of pithy sayings or 
oracles. In any case, he adds, the writings were "without charm" (aKv811pov). 
Eunapius's reliability here is questionable, since Origen was a co-disciple of 
Plotinus, not Porphyry (C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 15; Puech, "Plotin et 
les gnostiques," 164). John Lydus mentions an Aculinus who wrote a book 
on the imoµv�µa,1 ,wv 6.p10µwv (Lydus, Mens. 4.76); we are probably here 
dealing with different figures (thus C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 18-19; Tar
dieu, "Les gnostiques," 519; pace Puech, "Plotin et les gnostiques," 164, fol
lowed by H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 255-56). Edwards supposes that the 
Aculinus mentioned by Porphyry and Eunapius is the second of Plotinus's 
respected colleagues from Ammonius Saccas's school in Alexandria, who 
had lapsed into Gnostic thought {"Aidos," 231; "Gnostic Aculinus," 377). Cf. 
Brisson, "Amelius," 815. 

3. Ter. Carn. chr. chs. 16-17; Jer. Comm. Gal. (PL 26:33). See also C.
Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 20-21; idem, Koptisch-Gnostische Schriften, 613; 
Puech, "Plotin et !es gnostiques," 164-65; Elsas, Neuplatonische und gnost
ische Weltablehnung, 26. 

4. Tardieu, "Les gnostiques," 517.
5. E(11rra,wv Kal auto\ �rratl]µtvo1, we; 8� -roii IlAO.TWVO<; elc; TO

�a.Soc; ,�<; vo11T�c; oua!ac; ou 11eA6.aavtoc;. Here he alludes to Ps.-Paul: 
y61jn:c; ... rr>..avwvn:c; Kai 11Aavwµevo1 (2 Tim 3:13), citing Tardieu, "Les 
gnostiques," 520. 

6. A literary giant, he surely could distinguish between t(1]71CITWV
auyypaµµaw ("treatises," i.e., a scholarly work by a real author-what 
Eunapius, for instance, assigned to Aculinus) and urroxaAinye1c; (pseudepi
graphic revelations-C. Schmidt, Plotins Stellung, r9). 

7. With the first "golden age" of rhetoric having taken place in the Greece
of the fifth century BCE. 
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8. Geertz, "Thick Description," esp. 9-10. Only on rare occasions have
scholars of Gnosticism even raised the possibility of looking at the sub
ject with respect to contemporary rhetorical culture (Bohlig, "Grieschiche 
Schute," esp. 15, 30, 33-34, 44; Save-Soderbergh, "Pagan Elements," 78-79; 
P. Perkins, "Christian Books and Sethian Revelations," 698-701).

9. Attempts at providing sociological descriptions of Gnostic groups and
their backgrounds have been frustrating. See Green, "Gnosis and Gnosti
cism," 97 n. 11 for earlier scholarship, which did little more than indicate the 
relevance of sectarian identity; more recently, see M. A. Williams, Rethink
ing "Gnosticism", 96-101; Dunderberg, Beyond Gnosticism, 162. For an 
example of the limitations of the "Grant hypothesis" of origins following the 
failure of the Jewish revolts, see Green, Economic and Social Origins. 

10. Doxographies about providence can be found at Eug. NHC III,3.70.1-
71.13; Soph. Jes. Chr. NHC lll,4.3.92..7-93.2.4; Tri. Trac. NHC l,5-108.13-
109.2.4; see also Parrott, "Eugnostos and 'All the Philosophers"'; Dunder
berg, Beyond Gnosticism, 178-81. 

11. Whittaker, "Platonic Philosophy," 121. It is worth recalling that the
heresiologists unhesitatingly associated Valentinians with Plato (Ter. An. 
23.5; Hipp. Haer. 6.2.9.1). 

12.. Ir. Haer. 1.11.1; Dunderberg, "School of Valentinus," 72. 
13. Geiger, "Sophists and Rabbis."
14. Philo Contempt. chs. 2.9, 31, 75-78.
15. Philo Congr. 11, 74-6, 146-50. On these passages, see Grant, "Theo

logical Education," 180; Sterling, "School of Sacred Laws," 156; Dunder
berg, Beyond Gnosticism, 183. 

16. A milieu amply discussed in Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism.
17. Regarding the education of catechumens, Grant, "Theological Edu

cation," 181, recalls Heb 5:11-12 and 6:1-2. and several Valentinian texts 
(Treat. Res. NHC I,4; Ptol. Flor.); see also Festugiere, Revelation, 2.:44-45. 
On the "catechetical school," see Euseb. Hist. eccl. 5.10; van den Broek, 
"Christian 'School,"' 39 n. 2; van den Hoek, "Catechetical School," 59-60 
n.1.

18. Grant, "Theological Education," esp. 180; Wilken, "Alexandria";
Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 219££. For Clement and rrm6elo, see Buell, 
Making Christians, 119. 

19. Grant, "Theological Education," 185; cf. Watts, City and School,
162-63. This probably precludes the kind of basic education he received (-rfi
-rwv eyKuKAlwv rrcu6elq. [Euseb. Hist. eccl. 6.2.7]).

zo. Porph. Christ. frg. 20 (Berchman} == frg. 39 (Harnack) == Euseb. Hist. 
eccl. 6.19.8; for Plotinus's "syllabus," see Porph. Vit. Plot. 14. If Porphyry 
is correct, we see a different advanced Platonic reading group in Alexan
dria than that of Amm onius Saccas, unless the Christian Origen was a 
member of this group along with Plotinus and Aculinus (see further below, 
p. 244049).

21. Hist. eccl. 6.15, 6.18.2-3.
2.2. See van den Broek, "Christian 'School,"' 41, on Euseb. Hist. eccl.

6.3.6. 
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23. See esp. Wilken, "Alexandria."
24. Surprisingly, little work as been conducted on Greek education in

the context of Gnosticism. See Dunderberg (Beyond Gnosticism, 23, 190), 
regarding Valentinianism; the direction is intimated without follow-up by 
Emmel, "Gnostic Tradition in Relation to Greek Philosophy," 128-29. 

25. Surveys of the evidence about the social and cultural background (and
indeed physical location of ) philosophical circles in the Roman Empire include 
Fowden, "Pagan Holy Man"; idem, Egyptian Hermes, 177-86, on late antique 
Alexandria; Dillon, "Academy"; idem, "Self-Definition"; Grant, "Theological 
Education," 182; Hahn, Philosoph, esp. 56-85; Sterling, "School of Sacred 
Laws"; D. O'Meara, Platonopolis, 13-26; Edwards, Culture and Philosophy. 

26. Snyder, Readers and Texts in the Ancient World, n9.
27. Dillon, "Self-Definition," 67. On Ammonius, see C. Jones, "The

Teacher of Plutarch"; idem, Plutarch and Rome, 9, 13, 16, 67; Dillon, Mid
dle Platonists, 189-92. 

28. Sterling, "School of Sacred Laws" (Philo); Broek, "Christian 'School,"'
44 on Acts Just. 3 (Musurillo); Euseb. Hist. eccl. 6.3.8 (Origen). 

29. Plut. E Delph. 385a; Adv. Col. rro7e, cit. Dillon, "Self-Definition," 67.
30· Apul. Apo/. 23.1 (Harrison); idem, Metam. 11.27.
31. On Calvernus Taurus, see Dillon, Middle Platonists, 237-47; Ander

son, "Aulus Gellius," 1853-54; Tarrant, "Platonist Educators," 456; Snyder, 
Readers and Texts in the Ancient World, ur. For life as his student, see 
Gell. NA 7.13, 17.20, 18.10, 19.6. 

32. On the school in general, see Fowden, "Pagan Holy Man," 40; on
the problem of its location (Daphne or Antioch?), see Dillon, "lamblichus," 
869-70; on the syllabus, see Dillon, "lamblichus," 871-73; on field trips, see
Eunap. VS 5.2 and Dillon, "Philosophy as a Profession," 409; on festivals,
see Eunap. VS 5.1.12-15.

33. For Porphyry's chronology, see A. Smith, "Porphyrian Studies," 720-
21; for his skepticism about the school's existence, ibid., 765, esp. n. 298; see 
also Marrou, "Synesius ofCyrene," 133. Cf. Dillon, "Philosophy as a Profes
sion," 406; idem, "lamblichus," 868. 

34. In this case, his wife, Marcella, as suggested by Dillon, "Philosophy
as a Profession," 406. 

35. Dillon, "Self-Definition," 71; idem, "Philosophy as a Profession,"
402-3. See also Snyder, Readers and Texts in the Ancient World, III (on
Taurus), and Cribiore, Gymnastics, 34 (on Libanius}.

36. Porph. Vit. Plot. 9 .(for Plotinus's base in Rome, the house of a widow;
Origen, too, was funded by ·a matron [Euseb. Hist. eccl. 6.1.13)), 2 (on the 
rural estate in Campania to which he retired in illness). 

37. Porph. Vit. Plot. 7, 12.
38. Porph. Vit. Plot. 17-18; see also Edwards's notes ad loc.; Dillon and

Hershbell, "Introduction; De vita Pythagorica," 22. 
39. Dillon, "Philosophy as a Profession," 409-10. For su.rprise visits from

"visiting scholars," see Porph. Vit. Plot. 14; Eunap. VS 5.3-4-
40. Porph. Vit. Plot. 1.3. Gell. NA 2.2 demarcates between sectatores

and assistentes; Porphyry (Vit. Plot. 7) mentions the (11lw-rai, following
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the Pythagorean distinction between �TJAWto.i ("youngsters") and c1Kpoo.to.i 
("hearers"), for which see Porph. Vit. Pyth. 37 (des Places); Iambi. Vit. Pyth. 
29 (Dillon and Hershbell). For commentary, see Fowden, "Pagan Holy Man," 
39; Hahn, Philosoph, 76-77; Watts, City and School, 31-32. 

41. Thus Rogatianus (Porph. Vit. Plot. 7).
42. A stock cliche in imperial philosophical biography: see Just. Mart.

Dial. 2-9; Luc. Men. 3; Clem. Al. Strom. 1.1.11 (Stahlin); Porph. Vit. Plot. 
3; Eunap. VS 4.1.2 (Porphyry), 7.1.11 (Julian);Jer. ]av. 2.14 (on Antisthenes); 
Mar. Vit. Procl. 9-11. 

43. See, for example, Plut. E Delph. 387f, on which see Dillon, "Acad
emy," 66. 

44. Fowden, "Pagan Holy Man," 38-39; idem, Egyptian Hermes, 190-
91; Burns, "Proclus and the Theurgic Liturgy," 128-31. 

45. Porphyry arrived during summer vacation (Vit. Plot. 5), on which see
Marrou, History of Education, 268. 

46. Marrou, "Synesius of Cyrene," 132-34.
47. Nock, "Prolegomena." Similarly Anderson, "Pepaideumenos in

Action," 154: "it is worthwhile to notice that the social study pioneered for 
sophists (and doctors) by Bowersock can easily be extended to philosophers." 

48. Marrou, History of Education, esp. 212; see also Bonner, Education,
esp. 34-75, 163, and the essays collected in Johann, Erziehung und Bi/dung. 

49. On Porphyry, see Eunap. VS 4.1.:z.; Heath, Menander, 67-69. On Pro
clus, see Mar. Vit. Procl. 8. On Gregory Thaumatourgos, see Or. pan. Orig. 
5.26. 

50. Philostr. Vit. soph. 48r. In this chapter, I employ Philostratus liberally
(with Bowersock, Greek Sophists; Anderson, "Second Sophistic: Some Prob
lems," 104; idem, "Aulus Gellius," 1854-55), but next to outside sources, in 
this case philosophical literature. On defining the Second Sophistic, see Bow
ersock, Greek Sophists, 9ff; Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 1-13, analyses 
to which I am indebted in the following. Cf. the criticisms of Brunt, "Bub
ble"; Gordon, "Review of Swain, Hellenism and Empire"). See also the oeu
vre of Bowie, but esp. "Greeks"; Kennedy, Classical Rhetoric, 47; Reardon, 
Courants; Anderson, "Pepaideumenos in Action," 80-89; idem, "Second 
Sophistic: Some Problems," 92-96; Swain, "Sophists and Emperors," 362-
63; Staden, "Galen and the Second Sophistic," 33 n. r. 

51. Anderson, Second Sophistic; Swain, Hellenism and Empire; Kennedy,
Classical Rhetoric, 50. For Paul and Philo as witnesses to the "roots" of the 
Second Sophistic in the first century CE, see Winter, Philo and Paul Among 
the Sophists. 

52.Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 2, 88-89.
53. Nock, "Prolegomena," xvii-xix; Stanton, "Rhetors and Philoso

phers"; Anderson, "Pepaideumenos in Action," 118-23, 130-31, 155; idem, 
Second Sophistic, 133-43. 

54. On grouping sophists and philosophers, see Philostr. Vit. soph. 479;
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120-21; Clark, "Translate into Greek," u.r-2.4; Hopfner (Orient) had col
lected many of the relevant sources, but has been replaced by Baltes, "Der
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Platonismus." Surprisingly, the rhetorical framing of these texts is hardly 
addressed in Jeck, Platonica Orientalia. 

15 3. Num. frg. 8 (des Places) = Clem. Al. Strom. r.22.150.4; cf. Euseb. 
Praep. ev. 1r.10.14 (Mras). See also Frede, "Numenius," 1036-37; Edwards, 
Culture and Philosophy, 20. Cf. Dodds, "Numenius," 6: "we might urge 
that instead of describing Plato as 'Moses talking Attic' Numenius ought to 
have described Moses as 'Plato talking Hebrew"' (italics in original). 

154. Num. frg. rn (des Places), tr. mine. For commentary, see Bidez and
Cumont, Mages hellenises, 2:232-33; Puech, "Numenius"; Cumont, Lux 
Perpetua, 344; Waszink, "Porphyries und Numenios," 45ff; Verniere, Sym
boles et mythes, 334-35; Hadot, "Theologie, exegese, revelation," 24-25; 
Droge, Homer, 2; Lefkowitz, "Some Ancient Advocates," 247-48; Baltes, 
"Platonismus," 1-3; Plese, Poetics, 70-71; for a review, see Frede, "Numen
ius," 1045, 1047. 

155. Puech ("Numenius," 777-78) argues that the 'Gnostics of Porph.
Vit. Plot. ch. 16 and Plat. Enn. 2.9 were the intellectual heirs of Numenius. 
For similar arguments, see C. Schmidt, Plotinus Stellung, 34; Elsas, Neu
platonische und gnostische Weltablehnung, 238; Baltes, "Platonismus," 24; 
H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 257; Alexander, "Jewish Elements in Gnosti
cism," 1066; Plese, Poetics, 70-71; cf. Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the
Platonic Tradition, 40-4r.

156. Puech, "Numenius," 774; Dodds, "Numenius," II; Dillon, Middle
Platonists, 378, 384-96; Frede, "Numenius," 1039; Majercik, Chaldean 
Oracles, pp. 3-4. For comparison in the generation of the world from the 
third member of a triad (Num. frg. II [des Places]), allegory of the four rivers 
of Hades (idem, frg. 36), and belief in unifying cosmic stubstance (idem, frg. 
30), see Edwards, "Atticizing Moses?" 70-71. For the possible basis of the 
doctrine of two Souls in Gnosticism, see Dodds, "Numenius," 7. For criti
cisms, see Festugiere, Revelation, 3:42-47, 4:123-32. 

157. See also Schott, Christianity, Empire, 27-28.
158. Dodds, "Appendix II: Theurgy," esp. 288; idem, Pagans and Chris

tians in an Age of Anxiety, 14; Cumont, Oriental Religions, 28-38, 162-78, 
202-7; Harnack, Mission and Expansion, 1:31-39, 239.

159. Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 35, on Dodds, Pagans and Chris
tians in an Age of Anxiety, 133; Hanson, "Christian Attitude," 959. 

160. Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 36, 82-83, 94-100; Nock, "Pro
legomena," 1-lv, ci-ciii; idem, "Milieu of Gnosticism," 449. 

161. Dorrie and Baltes, Platonismus in der Antike, 2;76-84, 323-33;
also Puech, "Numenius," 749-50; Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 248-50; 
Dorrie, "Schultradition," 21-24; Waszink, "Porphyries und Numenios," 
47; Boys-Stones, Post-Hellenistic Philosophy; Schott, Christianity, Empire, 
18-2.0.

16:;z,. Plut. Is. Os. 369d-37od, tr. Babbitt (LCL); cf. 354b; idem, Def.
orac. 4r5a; Puech, "Numenius," 764; Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 256; 
Verniere, Symboles et mythes, 40-44; Baltes, "Platonismus," 5; cf. John
son, "Porphyry's Hellenism," 174. See also Plut. Def. orac. 41p-b; idem, 
An proc. 102.6 b. 
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r63. Baltes, "Platonismus," 4; generally, see Lovejoy and Boas, Primitivism. 
r64. See esp. ls. Os. 377f-378a; Andresen, Logos und Nomos, 246-5r; 

Brenk, "Imperial Heritage," 271-72; Plese, "Platonist Orienatlism," 373-74. 
r65. Cf. Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 82. 
166. Diog. Laer. I .27.
I67. Alex. Poly. ap. Clem. Al. Strom. I.I5.70.I; Plut. An. proc. IOI2d-e;

Hipp. Haer. I.2.I2-I3; Porph. Vit. Pyth. 6, n-12.; Iamb. Vit. Pyth. 12.18-
19; Ps.-Iamb. [Nie. Ger.] Theo. Arithm. 56.10-57.6 (de Falco). For commen
tary, see Dorrie and Baltes, Platonismus in der Antike, 2:178-84, 453-66. 

r68. Luc. Vit. auct. 3; cf. idem, Gall. r8. 
169. Apul. Flor. I5; Hijmans, "Apuleius," 435.
170. Porph. Vit. Pyth. 20.2, 2I, 22.22, pace Edwards's remark that they

are "two races whom it was not then the custom of intellectual history to 
name" ("Two Images," I6o}. 

r7r. For Persia, see Diog. Laer. 3.6; see also Philostr. Vit. Apoll. 
r.2. Successful trips are reported in Paus. Descr. 4 .32.4; Pliny the
Elder, Nat. hist. 30.8-9. For Egypt alone, see Plut. Is. Os. 354e. For
a review, see Jeck, Platonica Orientalia, 23-25; for a survey of Pla
to's own discussions of Egypt, see Jeck, Platonica Orientalia, 26-34.
On seeing India, see Apul. Dogm. Plat. I.3.186 (Siniscalco); for com
mentary, see Dorrie and Baltes, Platonismus in der Antike, 2:166-76,
425-52, 475-78.

172. Philostr. Apoll. 2.9; idem, Vit. soph. 494.
173. Philostr. Apoll. r.39-40, 2.27-3.52, 5.25, 6.ro-rr, 8.7.vi, clearly

favoring the Indian sages. See also Edwards, Neoplatonic Saints, 6 n. 35; 
Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 386-87. 

174. Edwards, Culture and Philosophy, 92-93. The discussion of hiero
glyphs in Plot. Enn. 5.8 [31] 6 simply reveals ignorance of traditional Egyp
tian religion, and his school's reading list (Porph. Vit. Plot. 14) is Greek only. 
The majority opinion in modern scholarship has been to deny Indian influ
ence on Plotinus, Brehier and Cumont notwithstanding (Wolters, "Sur vey"; 
see also Cumont, Lux Perpetua, 346). For the journey to Persia, see Porph. 
Vit. Plot. 3.13-17. 

175. See also Plut. Def. orac. 41oa-b; Dio Chrys. Dei cogn. IO-I2; Phi
lostr. Vit. Apoll. I.IS. 

I76. See TroI, 102., in Posidonius, Fragments (Kidd) and Kidd's com
mentary ad loc. (first expressed in Xen. Mem. 4.4.I9); see further Festugiere, 
Revelation, 2:I76-95; Boys-Stones, Post-Hellenistic Philosophy, esp. 45ff; 
Plese, "Platonist Orienatlism," 356; Schott, Christianity, Empire, r6ff. 

177. Dio. Chrys. Dei cogn. 27, 35-40, tr. Russell; see also D. A. Russell
in Dio Chrysostom, Orations, 176-88, with more sources and discussion. 

I78. Luc. Syr. d. r. 
179. Ps.-Apollonius, Ep. 34, 45; see also Swain, Hellenism and Empire,

387-88, on Philostr. Vit. Apoll. 3.25.
180. "In fact, quite possibly I may appear absurd when, in contrast with

Greek lays of grace and charm, I chant a song that is barbarian; but still I 
dare to do so" (Dio. Chrys. Borysth. 43, tr. Russell}. See further ibid., 39-60. 
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Bidez and Cumont, Mages hellenises, I:Sr-87, 2:142-53, considered the 
myth to be Mithraic in origin; modern scholarship has not borne out the 
claim. Nock ("Sarcophagi," 607) expressed doubts, but cf. idem, "Greeks 
and Magi," 524-25; Momigliano, Alien Wisdom, 146; D. A. Russell in Dio 
Chrysostom, Orations, 22 .. 

I8I. D. A. Russell in Dio Chrysostom, Orations, 22-23, 235-47; 
Swain, Hellenism and Empire, 197-99. Other important passages include 
Dio Chrys. Dei cogn. 9 and idem, Hom. Socr. 8 (regarding Plat. Apo/. 
2I). T. Schmidt, "Sophistes, barbares, et identite grecque," esp. 106-7, 
n3-I4, emphasizes Dio's genuine occasional sympathy with barbarian 
cultures. 

I82. Diog. Laer. I.I, see also ibid., I.3 "these (other Orientomaniac) 
authors forget that the achievements which they attribute to the barbarians 
belong to the Greeks, with whom not merely philosophy but the human race 
itself began" (tr. Hicks ILCL]). 

r83. Ibid., I.4-6, r.I3. 
184. Orig. Cels. I.15.
185. Raised and rejected by Puech, "Numenius," 745; Dodds, "Numen

ius," 6; Lamberton, Homer; 60-61, 75; Edwards, "Porphyry's 'Cave of the. 
Nymphs."' 

r86. Orig. Cels. 4.5r. On his knowledge of Philo, see Winden, Calcid
ius on Matter, 106, 123 (regarding Cale. Comm. Tim. 300); Waszink, "Die 
sogenannte Fiinfteilung der Traume," regarding Cale. Comm. Tim. 250-56. 
Dillon is less sure (Middle Platonists, 378). 

I87. Num. frg. I3.4; Puech, "Numenius," 751, 773; Dodds, "Numen
ius," 15; idem, Pagans and Christians in an Age of Anxiety, 130; Waszink, 
"Porphyries und Numenios," 49-52; Dillon, Middle Platonists, 366; Baltes, 
"Platonismus," 2 n. 9. For discussion of the textual problem, see Whittaker, 
"Moses Atticizing" (an approach followed by des Places in his edition); 
Edwards, "Numenius frg. 13 (des Places)"; idem, "Atticizing Moses?" 65-67; 
idem, "Numenius of Apamea," I:II7. The line is probably best emended to 
6 µtv xewv ("he who pours"), as by Tarrant, "Must Commentators Know," 
188-89; see Plat. Tim. 41c8-d6, for the demiurge that sows, hands over,
pours, and mixes.

188. Num. frg. 9 = Euseb. Praep. ev. 9.8.1-:1.; Bidez and Cumont, Mages
hellenises, 1:41; Edwards, "Atticizing Moses?" 68-69. On the common con
fusion of Moses and Museus, see Brisson, "Orphee et l'orphisme," 2920-23, 
2927, and Mussies, "lnterpretario Judaica," 94-97. The theme goes back 
to Artapanus in the third century BCE (Euseb. Praep. ev. 9.:1.7.1-6; Pepin, 
Mythe et Allegorie, 227; Lefkowitz, "Some Ancient Advocates," 245). 

189. Thus also Plese, "Platonist Orientalism," 360-61; Schott, Christian
ity, Empire, 27; Edwards, "Numenius of Apamea," u6. 

190. Frede, "Numenius," 1048, on frgs. 31, 33-34, 36, 55; Waszink,
"Porphyrios und Numenios," 45-46, 78; Lamberton, Homer, 6o-6I n. 53, 
69; Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 199. Pace Dorrie and Baltes, Platonismus 
in der Antike, 2:472; Zambon, Porphyre, 175; Plese, Poetics, 72. 
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19I. Orig. Cels. I.I4-I5, 6.80 and Chadwick's notes ad loc.; Frede, 
"Numenius," 1048; Baltes, "Platonismus," 5-8; J. Cook, Interpretation of 
the New Testament, 8I. 

192. Orig. Cels. I.9 (cf. Plut. Pyth. orac. 407c), 4.14 (on Plat. Resp. 38Ib-
c; idem, Phaedrus 246d). 

I93· Philostr. Vit. Apoll. I.40, 2.n, 3.16, 4.40, 6.18, 6.20. 
194. Ibid., 3 ,I9.
195. Ibid., 8.7.12.
196. Ibid., 5 .27
197. Ibid., 6.4I.
198. Ibid., Vit. Apoll. 1.2; Dorrie and Baltes, Platonismus in der Antike,

2:473-75. 
199. D. O'Meara, Pythagoras, Io1-2; Clark, "Augustine's Porphyry";

Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 324; esp. Johnson, "Por
phyry's Hellenism," 168-73. To take one example from Johnson, Porph .. 
Philos. orac. p. 141 compares the Greeks unfavorably to the more ancient 
nations of the Egyptians, Jews, et al. (thus Johnson, "Porphyry's Hellenism," 
171-73; idem, "Philosophy, Hellenicity, Law," 65), in a classic expression of
what below I term Platonic Orientalism. Even so, it is expressed in a treatise
that is a commentary on a series of Apollonic {i.e., Greek) oracles defending
traditional religious practices and attacking Christianity {Schott, Christian
ity, Empire, 74-75). More generally, see also Millar, "Porphyry: Ethnicity,"
252;.

200. Porph. Antr. nymph. 6.10, 10.u-12 (Westerink); Andresen, Logos
und Nomos, 258 n. 40. 

20I. Euseb. Dem. ev. 3.6.39-7.I (Heike!); Aug. Civ. dei ro.32, I9.23; 
Porph. Abst. book 4, esp. chs. 14-16 (see further J. O'Meara, "Indian Wis
dom," 21-22; Schott, Christianity, Empire, 58); Porph. Philos. orac. p. 141 
{Wolff); Waszink, "Porphyrios und Numenios," 52-59. 

202. Aug. Civ. dei Io.32; see also A. Smith, Porphyry's Place, I36-42;
Schott, Christianity, Empire, 57; Johnson, "Porphyry's Hellenism," 174; cf. 
Clark, "Augustine's Porphyry," esp. 135-39. 

203. Porph. Marc. 18, discussed above. It is true that for Porphyry in
Abst., "the true ancestral tradition is bloodless sacrifice" (Clark, "Augus
tine's Porphyry," 140, regarding Porph. Abst. 2.5-32, 2.34, 2.59; similarly, 
"IIAPANOMOL ZHN," 560). And this is true; but when Porphyry redefines 
traditional sacrifice as bloodless, he jettisons animal sacrifice, not the impor
tance of tradition itself. 

204. '"Opa <'le t�v twv'EU�vwv ooc:piav!" (Porph. Agalm. frg. 3.1 [Bidez]);
see also Porph. Antr. nymph. 6.18, 36; 34.9. 

205. Porph. Vit. Plot. 7, tr. Edwards (Neoplatonic Saints).
206. Iamb. Vit. Pyth. 158 {Egypt, Chaldea), I47, 151 (Orpheus); see also

the comments of Dillon and Hershbell and of Clarke, in their respective edi
tions ad loc.; cf. Iamb. Comm. Tim. frg. 74 (Dillon) == Prod. Comm. Tim. 
3 .168.5 {Diehl). See also Larsen, Jamblique, I:88-89; Edwards, Culture and 
Philosophy, 9I. 
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207. lamb. Vit. Pyth. 8.44, tr. Clark: "It is upbringing which distin
guishes humans from beasts, Greeks from foreigners, free men from house
hold slaves, and philosophers from ordinary people." 

208. Iamb. Comm. Tim. frg. 70 = Prod. Comm. Tim. 3.65.7 (cf. the
criticism of Porphyry at ibid, 1.307.4); Iamb. Comm. Tim. frg. 16 = Prod. 
Comm. Tim. r.152.28, on which see Dillon, "Iamblichus," 879. 

209. Iamb. An. 6.23-27 (Finamore and Dillon); frg. 44.5-9; the division
is maintained through the rest of the surviving fragments. 

2IO. Iamb., Myst. 1.2. 
2n. Ibid., 9.4.1-I4; cf. also the treatise's opening (1.1). 
212. Saffrey, "Reflexions sur la pseudonymie Abammon-Jamblique."
213. Larsen, Jamblique 1:197; D. O'Meara, Pythagoras, 93-rn3, esp.

IOI. Finamore and Dillon, Iamblichus De anima, simply observe lambli
chus's self-identification with "the ancients"-as does Fescugiere (Revela
tion, 3:236 n. 3, 240-48). 

214. On this, see Dillon, "Iamblichus," 870-75.
215. Clark, in her tr. of Iamb. Vit. Pyth., pp. ix-xiii; Dillon and Hersh

bell in their tr. of Iamb. Vit. Pyth., pp. 26-29; cf. Festugiere, Revelation, 
2:33-34. 

216. Dillon in Iamb. Plat. Dial. 363.
217. D. O'Meara, Pythagoras, esp. rn-44, 86-105. See also Fowden,

"Pagan Holy Man," 36; Whittaker, "Platonic Philosophy," n7-20. For a 
review of the relationship between Porphyry and Pythagoreanism, see Smith, 
"Porphyrian Studies." 760-63; for Iamblichus, see Dillon, "Iamblichus," 
878. 

218. Dorrie and Baltes, Platonismus in der Antike, 2:247ff; cf. further
Macrob. Comm. somn. Seip. 2.2.I. 

219. Num. frgs. 24, 57, 62, 70; Frede, "Numenius," 1044-47.
220. Pace Waszink, "Porphyries und Numenios," 48.
221. Dorrie, "Religiositat des Platonismus," 270-76. Cf. Sint, Pseud

onymitat, 53. 
222. Baltes, "Platonismus," 3-6, on Plutarch (Pyth. orac. 402e; Def. orac.

415a); and Celsus (ap. Orig. Cels. 1.16). On the Thracians as barbarians, see 
Luc. Demon. 34. 

223. Plot. Enn. 5.8 [29] 10-13.
224. Prod. Plat. Theo. 1.5 pp. 25.24-26.4 (Saffrey and Westerink). Cf.

idem, Comm. Tim. 3.168.10-15; Brisson, "Orphee et l'orphisme," 2925-26. 
225. Pace Lewy, Chaldean Oracles and Theurgy, 399. On the Julianii,

see Suda 1.433-34 (Adler); cf. Prod. Comm. Tim. 3.27.10; Majercik, Chal
dean Oracles. 

226. See most recently Athanassiadi, "Apamea and the Chaldean
Oracles." 

227. Bidez and Cumont, Mages hellenises, 2:251££; Burns, "The Chaldean
Oracles." 

228. For a survey of the collections, see Copenhaver, Hermetica, xxxii
xlvii; see also van Blade!, Arabic Hermes. For a survey of the long-stand
ing debate over provenance (Egyptian, Greek, or Jewish?), see Copenhaver, 
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Hermetica, li-lix; Fowden, Egyptian Hermes, 32ff, I87ff; for the dogmatic 
inconsistency of Corp. herm., see Festugiere, Revelation, 2:45; cf. Fowden, 
Egyptian Hermes, 97-rn4. 

229. Corp. herm. r2.I3; 4.3.
230. Ibid., r6.r-2.
23I. Porph. Vit. Plot. r6; lamb. Myst. 1.r.1-2, 2.5-6, 8.I.260-61,

8.2.262, 8.3.265-4.267; Fowden, Egyptian Hermes, 201-5; Copenhaver, 
Hermetica, xliii. Among Christians, see Lact. Inst. 1.6, 4.6; idem, Ir. II; 
Aug. Civ. dei 8.22-24, 8.29; Cyr. Al. Jul. 548b-c (all cit. Yates, Giordano 
Bruno, 6-8). Further, see Athenag. Leg. 28.6 (Schoedel); Clem. Al. Strom. 
6.4.35-38. 

232. Puech, "Numenius," 771-73; Dillon, Middle Platonists, 384-96;
Majercik, Chaldean Oracles, 3-5; Copenhaver, Hermetica, xxiv-xxvi. 

233. Nor did this approach die out after Plutarch; see Anon. pro. 4.8-I2
(Westerink). 

234. Cf. Moinigliano, Alien Wisdom, 146-47.
235. As he argues, "the romantic Orientalism is likewise authentic, but it

is secondhand, like that of the Greeks. He is a champion of the ancient Per
sians, not because he is an Iranian himself, or even knows much about them, but 
because this kind of Orientalism is an integral feature of Pythagoreanizing Neo
platonism" (Walbridge, Wisdom, I3, 83; see also Burns, "The Chaldean Ora
cles"). Independently and without reference to Said or Walbridge, Plese refers to 
The Apocryphon of John as "a Christianized version of Platonist 'Orientalism,' 
best exemplified in the work of the philosopher Numenius" (Poetics, 275). 

236. Said, Orientalism, 5; "the phenomenon of Orientalism as I study it
here deals principally, not with a correspondence between Orientalism and 
Orient, but with the internal consistency of Orientalism and its ideas about 
the Orient . .. despite or beyond any correspondence, or lack thereof, with a 
'real' Orient." See ibid., 1-9, 12, 15, 56. 

237. Several known theological works written in Greek and associated
with this figure have been suggested to be the Apocalypse of Zoroaster: 
Puech considered the second-century Middle Platonic hexameter poetry of 
the Chaldean Oracles ("Plotin et les gnostiques," I66). The Oracles are tra
ditionally assigned to a late second-century CE provenance; see Majercik, 
Chaldean Oracles, 1-2. They were not assigned to Zoroaster until the edi
tion of the Byzantine Hellene Gemistos Plethon in the fourteenth century 
CE (Bidez and Cumont, Mages hellenises, 158-63; Burns, "The Chaldean 
Oracles"). Proclus knew a treatise On Nature (1tepl cpuaew<;) assigned to 
Zoroaster (Prod. Comm. Remp. Lrn9.7-r8 [Kroll]; the passage is echoed 
by Arnobius's reference to Zostrianos [see below]). A third candidate for the 
"apocalypse of Zoroaster" is the "book of Zoroaster" preserved in the long 
recension of the Apocryphon of John (NHC II,1; IV,1), but there is little in 
this text that corresponds to Plotinus and Porphyry's anti-Gnostic polemic, 
although many have implied otherwise (e.g., Tardieu, "Les gnostiques," 543; 
Brakke, The Gnostics, 40; Edwards, "Atticizing Moses," 72; idem, "How 
Many Zoroasters?" 285. Cf. Waldstein and Wisse, Apocryphon, 7; King, 
Secret Revelation of John, 329 n. 50). 
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238. For sources, see Bousset, Hauptprobleme, 369-82; Bidez and
Cumont, Mages hellenises, J:42-50; Tardieu, "Les livres mis sous le nom de 
Seth," 204 n. I. 

239. This critique probably proceeded along the same lines as his criticism
of the book of Daniel (Tardieu, "Les gnostiques," 541-43). 

240. Arn. Adv. nat. r.p.; see further Bidez and Cumont, Mages helle
nises, 1:46, 155; Puech, "Nouveaux ecrits," 132-34; Sieber, "Introduc
tion to the Tractate Zostrianus," 235-36; H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 
259; Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 483-84, followed by P. Perkins, 
"Christian Books," 724. 

241. This difficult tangle of evidence I have summarized and presented in
detail elsewhere (Burns, "Apocalypse of Zostrianos and lolaos," esp. 33-36). 
We are in good company regarding our confusion about the hoary prov
enance of these ancients-see the remarks of Prod. Comm. Remp. 2:IIo.14 
-JS (Kroll), tr. Edwards, "How Many Zoroasters?" 284.

Amelius's refutation of Zostrianos is lost to us. Brisson has argued fur
ther that Eusebius's quotation of a tract of Amelius arguing against a docetic
reading of the prologue to the Fourth Gospel is in fact a reference to the refu
tation mentioned by Porphyry ("Amelius," 82.4, 840-43, on Euseb. Praep.
ev. 11.i:9). I bracket the evidence, following the critiques of Abramowski,
"Nicanismus und Gnosis," 513-2.0.

2.42.. See below, Chapter 7 n. 63. 

2.43. Unt. 232.3-23; for full discussion of the passage, see below, Chapter 
6, "Angels Alien to Humanity." 

244. M2.99a 5, in Henning, "Ein manichaisches Henochbuch," 27-28;
see also S. Lieu, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire, 51; Reeves, Her
alds, 14. On Nicotheus and Marsanes, see C. Schmidt, Plotins Stellung, 
59-60; Pearson, "Introduction: Marsanes," 2.30-35; H. Jackson, "Seer
Nikotheos," 260.

2.45. Zos. Pan. Omega, chs. 1, rn, respectively. See also Festugiere, Reve
lation, 1:263-73; Stroumsa, Another Seed, 217-2.6; H. Jackson, "Seer 
Nikotheos," 270-71, and commentary in Zos. Pan. On the Letter Omega 
pp. 40, 49. 

246. Epiph. Pan. 40.7.6, tr. Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 198: "and these
(Archontics) say there are also other prophets, a certain Martiades and a 
Marsianos, who were caught up into the heavens and came back down after 
three days." 

247. Its first syllable means "lord," "master," in Aramaic. H. Jackson
("Seer Nikotheos," 265-66) agrees with Pearson ("Introduction: Marsanes," 
233) in rejecting the etymology of Elsas (Neuplatonische und gnostische,
36-37).

248. H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 272.
249. For the epithet expressing "alien" nature, see Chapter 4; as a ref

erence to Seth, see Puech, "Nouveaux ecrits," 126-30; Robinson, "Three 
Steles," 133; H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 259. A classic passage is Epiph. 
Pan. 40.7.1-3, tr. Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 197-98: "And in turn, they 
(the Archontics) say, Adam united with Eve his wife and begot Seth, his own 
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physical son. And next, they say, the higher power descended, accompanied 
by the ministering angels of the good god, and caught up Seth himself, whom 
they also call 'the foreigner'; carried him somewhere above and cared for him 
for a while, lest he be slain, and after a long time brought him back down 
into this world and rendered spiritual and bodily." See also Tardieu, "Les 
livres mis sous le nom de Seth," 206. 

250. Epiph. Pan. 40.7.4-5 (tr. Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 197-98).
251. The eighth-century Syrian philosopher and heresiographer Theodore

bar Konai also knew a "Book of the Foreigners" and an "Apocalypse of 
the Foreigners"-see Librum Scholiorum, ch. 63, pp. 319.29-320.26 (text), 
Livre des scolies, ch. 63, pp. 238-39 (tr.), cit. Puech, "Fragments retrouves"; 
see also C. Schmidt, Plotins Stellung, 51, 57-58. The contents of these books 
do not match those in Allogenes (NHC Xl,3) nor the "Book of Allogenes" 
of the Tchacos codex, but rather seem to refer to traditions known from the 
Ophite literature. For a summary of evidence, see Burns, "Apophatic Strate
gies," 178-79 n. 86. 

252. NHC XI-3-68.27-35, 69.q-20. Puech, "Nouveaux ecrits," 132; H.
Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 259. 

253. Pace Bousset, Hauptprobleme, 187, reading the valence of the names
as pagan. 

254. Cf. Menard, "Litterature apocalyptique juive," 300, 302.
255. See King, Secret Revelation of John, 160.
256, An example from the Gnostic context is the revelation-monologue

Thunder: Perfect Mind, where the female revealer toys with and subverts this 
discourse, asking, "Why did you hate me, Hellenes, because I am a barbarian 
amongst barbarians? For I am the wisdom of the Hellenes and the knowledge 
of the barbarians; I am the judgment of the Hellenes and the barbarians. It 
is I, whose image in Egypt is manifold, and who has no image amongst the 
barbarians. It is I who am hated in every place, and loved in every place" 
(Tbund. NHC VI,2.16.1-u). 

CHAPTER 2 

I. The former title is given in Porph. Vit. Plot: chs. 16, 24; the latter, in ch.
5. Igal asserts that the latter title is Porphyry's invention ("The Gnostics and
'The Ancient Philosophy,'" 140); Cilento, that it is Plotinus's (Plotino: Pai
deia, 221). For the chronology and titling of the Plotinian tracts, see Porph.
Vit. Plot. chs. 4-6, 24-2.6.

2. Treatises 30-33 = Enn. 3.8, 5.8, 5.5, and 2.9, as proposed by Harder,
"Eine neue Schrift Plotins." The thesis is still commonly followed (thus Kalli
gas, "Plotinus Against the Gnostics," r2.r). For criticism, see Wolters, "Notes 
on the Structure," esp. 85-87; see also Narbonne's proposal of a Gro{Izyk
/us beginning in the earliest treatises and engaging Gnostic ideas through 
treatise 51 (Plotinus in Dialogue, 2ff}; more widely, see Poirier and Schmidt, 
"Chretiens, heretiques et gnostiques," 914-r6. 

3. Most recently, see Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background";
Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue; for a more traditional view (seeing 2.9 (33] 



186 Notes to Chapter 2 

as Plotinus's ultimate break with Gnosticism), see Dorrie, in Puech, "Plotin 
et les gnostiques," 190. 

4. My presentation of the structure of the treatise largely agrees with that
proposed by Wolters, "Notes on the Structure," 88-90. 

5. Extant in NHC II,1; III,r; IV,r; BG 8502,2. A version of its opening,
theogonic section appears to have been known to to Irenaeus as a mytq of the 
"(Barbelo)-Gnostics" (Haer. 1.29). 

6. The name "Barbelo" is of uncertain origin; recent discussions include
Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy, 98-100; Pearson, Ancient 
Gnosticism, 57. 

7. See Burns, "Aeons."
8. Num. frgs. 15, 22 (des Places). See also Armstrong's remarks in Plot.

Enn. 2 p. 226 nn. 1, 2, 244 n. 2; Wallis, "Soul and Nous," 466-67; Pasquier, 
"La reflexion demiurgique," 655-56. 

9. As described at Plot. Enn. 5.1 [10].
10. Ibid., 2.9 [33] 2.3-5. The unnecessary intelligibles include the Sojourn,

Repentance, and Aeonic Copies (Enn. 2.9 [33] 5-6) mentioned in the Unti
tled Treatise and Zostrianos, discussed below in Chapter 5, "The Strange 
and the Dead." Furthermore, by subdividing intelligible reality and naming 
its partitions, "they (the Gnostics) think they will appear to have discovered 
the exact truth, though by this very multiplicity they bring the intelligible 
nature into the likeness of the sense-world" {Enn., 2.9 [33] 6.29-31; also 
10.28-29). 

11. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 3.7-21. In this book, I employ Armstrong's transla
tion of Plotinus (LCL), modifying it occasionally, as noted. 

12. O'Brien, Theodicee, 64-65, regarding Enn. 1.8 [51] 14; see further
Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 88, adducing more evidence. 

13. For the definition of the Soul by its demiurgic activity, see Plot. Enn.

5.4 [7] 2.20-21; 4.3 [27] 10.13-15; 3.8 [30] 3.13-18, 4.1-14. For back
ground, see D. O'Meara, "Gnosticism and the Making of the World," 371-
74; Schroeder, "Aseity," 305. 

14. Plot. Enn. 3.6 [26] 6-7, 13-14; 4.3 [27] 9.37-40; vis-a-vis the ascent 
of the soul, 1.6 [r] 5.26-59. See Zandee, Terminology of Plotinus, 18; cf. 
Armstrong, "Man in the Cosmos," 7-8, II. More generally, see O'Brien, 
Theodicee; idem, "Plotinus and the Gnostics"; Corrigan, "Positive and Neg
ative Matter." 

15. Plot. Enn. 3.8 [30] 3 (on which see C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 76),
4, 8; cf. Matter as "ultimate form" (Plot. Enn. 5.8 [31] 7.21-23). For matter 
as evil, see Plot. Enn. 2.4 [12]; 1.8 [51]; 2.3 (52] 17. For the plight of the soul 
embodied in matter, see 4.3 [27] 4.26-33; 6.7 [38] 28.12, 31.21-27. For the 
necessity of matter for creation (certainly a good activity), see 3.8 [30] 2.2-3. 

16. The creator is good, Zeus qua World-Soul {Plot. Enn. 5.8 [31], esp. ch. 
8), the third principle in the One-Intellect-Soul triad (3.9 [131). 

17. Ibid., 2.9 [33] 4.4-5.
18. Ibid., 4.7.
19. Ibid., 4.4-7.
20. Plat. Tim. 28a-b.
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2r. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 4.9-r3. 
22. Ibid., 4.r4-r6.
23. The key passages for the Platonic account are Tim. 28c, 29e, 40c; for

summary of the Hellenistic critique, see D. O'Meara, "Gnosticism and the 
Making of the World," 377; Wallis, Neoplatonism, 26-27, 63; idem, "Soul 
and Nous," 464, 471. Cf. Plot. Enn. 5.8 [31) 7, 6.7 (38] r.28, 3.1. 

24. The tradition goes back to Speusippus and Xenocrates (Dillon, Mid
dle Platonists, 7, 33); see further D. O'Meara, "Gnosticism and the Making 
of the World," 368; Dillon, Middle Platonists, 206-8, 286-87, 368-71, on 
Phil. Opif. 5; Ale. Epit. 14.3 (Whittaker and Louis); Num. frgs. :r:2, 13, 16, 
17 (des Places); Chald. Or. frgs. 5, 33. Important exceptions include Plut. 
An. proc. ro26f-ro27a; idem, E Delph. 392e-393b; Att. Frgs. 4, ro, 23 (des 
Places); Froidefond, "Plutarque," r94-97. 

25. This is the substance of Plot. Enn. 3.8 [30] and the objection at 2.9 [33)
4.15-17; see also 4.3 [27) 10.r5-r6; 5.8 [3r] 7; 6.7 [38] 1-3; Hadot, "Oura
nos," 124-25; Schroeder, "Aseity," 315; Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 
n9-2r. 

26. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33) 6.58-60 (condemnation of needless yevfow; xal
<p0opac;); see also 2.1 (40] 4.29-33. 

27. Ibid., 5.8 [31] 7; 6.7 (38] 1.38; 3.2 [47] 2.16-2r.
28. Ibid., 2.9 [33] 6.26. D. O'Meara ("Gnosticism and the Making of

the World," 375) recalls here another jibe from the GroSschrift, probably 
also against the Gnostics: "what the manner is of the making of the world 
(tp6noc; not�aewc;) they do not want to understand (cruvutvat), nor do they 
know that as long as the intelligible shines, the rest will never lack, but exists 
as its source exists, which 'always was and always will be"' (Plot. Enn. 5.8 
[31] 12.22-26).

29. As Wallis ("Soul and Nous," 467) notes, later Platonists criticized
Plotinus for the same thing! (See Prod. Comm. Tim. r.306.32.) See also 
Edwards, "Porphyry's 'Cave,"' 96; for the general reception history of the 
Timaeus passage, see Festugiere, Revelation, 2:275-96. 

30. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 6.50-65; the critique is fleshed out in chs. 7, 18.25-
30. But cf. 4.8 [6] 2.20-46; D. O'Meara, "Gnosticism and the Making of the
World," 369.

31. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 8.1-2.
32. Ibid., 8.2-5: "first, (this confusion comes from) the people who assume

a beginning for what is eternal; then, they think that the cause of the creat
ing was a being who turned from one thing to the next and thus changed." 

33. Ibid., 2.9 [33] ro.r9-23. C. Schmidt recalls Irenaeus's account of Val-
entinian myths of the decline of W isdom (Plotins Stellung, 40-4r; Haer. 
1-4-2, r.5.3, r.7.r).

34. Zost. NHC VIII,r.9.9-22: "when they came upon it (i.e., the aetherial
earth) and gazed through it at the things of the world, they condemned its 
archon to death, because he was a model (tunoi;) of the world he was a [ .. . ], 
and source of matter (i>Afj), [begotten] of lost darkness. W hen Sophia looked 
[at them], she produced the darkness, being [ ... ] is beside the [ . .. ] is a 
model (tunoi;) [ ... ] of the essence (ouaia) of [ ... ] form (µopcptj), un-[ . . .  ], 
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an image (doo<;}" Cf. ibid., 27.12. See also Tardieu, "Les gnostiques," 528; 
Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 519-20. 

35. Plot. Enn. 2.9 (33] rn.24-34.
36. Ibid., II.1-9, 12.30-44.
37. Ibid., 4.8 [6] I, 4; 4.3 (27] 7.16-20. See Sinnige, Six Lectures, 68-74;

Dillon, "Descent," 364. For Iamblichus's response, see An. 6-7 (Finamore 
and Dillon}. 

38. Plot. Enn. 4.8 [6] 5.26; 2.9 [33] 4.27-32; see also ibid ., 4.8 [6) 6.7-9;
3.8 [30) 5.10-14; r.8 [51) 14.34-59; Dillon, "Descent," 357; Sinnige, Six 
Lectures, 53. Edwards reminds the reader that this view of "necessitated 
free choice" is perfectly in line with Stoicism (" .. . And Neoscholastica," 
177), but it is still difficult to resolve this with other statements that Soul was 
drawn by desire to its own inferior image in illuminated matter, per Enn. r.6 
[1] 8; 4.3 [27) 12.1-3. Thus also Porph. Antr. nymph. 59.18-21 (Westerink};
Corp. herm. r.14; see also Jonas, Gnostic Religion, 146-73; Rist, Plotinus:
The Road to Reality, IZ.o; O'Brien, Theodicee, 74-75; Edwards, "Porphyry's
'Cave,'" 93.

39. Plot. Enn. 4.8 [6] 2.52; if anything, the Soul desires ema-.:poq,� to the
One (ibid., 4.2, 7.26). Sinnige ("Gnostic Influence," 84; idem, Six Lectures, 
5-13) sees "corrections" to the Gnostic view of descent at 6.9 [9] 9.n; 5.1
(10] 10.26; 2.9 [33] 4.6. Classic passages on Soul's "daring" include 4.8 [6]
5,16-27; 6.9 (9) 5-29; 5.1 [IO] I.1-5; 3.8 [30] 8; 2.9 [33] ll.22j 3.7 [45)
n; see also Festugiere, Revelation, 3:83; Mazur, "Plotinus' Philosophical
Opposition," 101; Katz, "Plotinus and the Gnostics," 291; Sinnige, "Gnostic
Influence," 86; Zandee, Terminology of Plotinus, 26-27 n. 38. For usage of
aun:�oumo<; that is similar to -.:6Xµa, see 4.8 [6] 5 .26. Cf. Armstrong, "Dual
ism," 44 (recalling Num. frg. n; Tri. Tract. NHC I,5.77).

40, Plot. Enn. 6.4 [22) 16-45, 4.3 (27] 6.26-2.8, 9.24, 12..4-6, 12..19-26; 
r.8 [51) 14.41-44. For Soul gazing into matter, see r.8 [sr] 4.17-32., 9.18-
26; I.I [53] 8.15-17, 12 . .2.2-2.8. Cf. Corrigan, "Positive and Negative Mat
ter," 38-39, regarding Zost., NHC VIII,1.45.12-46.15.

41. "If it did not come down, but illumined the darkness, how can it 
rightly be said to have declined?" (Plot. Enn. 2..9 (33] 11.1-3) 

42. Ibid., 10.27.
43. Ibid., 2..9 [33] II.27-12-4-
44. Armstrong, "Plotinus," 264-68; Wallis, Neoplatonism, 94-95, n2.-

18; idem, "Soul and Nous," 47r-73; Edwards, " . . .  And Neoscholastica," 
177; pace D. O'Meara, Plotinus, 39. 

45. Arist. Metaph. 1.2 98.2.b12 {regarding Plat. Theaet. 155d). Cf. Plut. E
Delph. 385c; Plot. Enn. 3.8 [30] 11.33: "as certainly, one who looks up to the 
sky and sees the light of the stars thinks of their maker and seeks him, so 
the man who has contemplated the intelligible world and observed it closely 
and wondered at it must seek its maker, too." After this comes a remarkable 
description of contemplation of Intellect: "but we must not remain always 
in that manifold beauty but go on still darting upwards, leaving even this 
behind, not out of this sky here below, but out of that, in our wondering 
about who generated it and how" (Plot. Enn., 6.7 [38] r6.r-4). 
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46. Arist. Metaph. E 1.ro25b25.
47. His later treatise On Providence probably refers to Gnostics when it

opens with a remark on individuals who think the "universe is the product 
of an evil demiurge" (Plot. Enn. 3.2 [47] l.8-9; cf. 3.9-14). 

48. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 4.25. Cf. 3-3 [48} 3.
49. Armstrong, "Dualism," 39; see also esp. Plot. Enn. 4.8 [6] 6; 4.4 [28]

32; 6.8 [39] 16. 
50. "What other fairer image of the intelligible world could there be?"

(Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 4.28)
51. "If you are wronged," he asks, "what is there dreadful in that to an

immortal ... and even if you are murdered, you have what you want. But if 
you have come by now to dislike the world, are you not compelled to remain 
a citizen of it [noAtTEvrn8ai]?" (ibid., 9.15-18; on these passages see M. A. 
Williams, Immovable Race, 133-34). One is reminded of Tertullian's report
of Arrius Antoninus's complaint (Scap. 5); "you wretches, if you want to die, 
you have cliffs or ropes." Further, see Plot. Enn. 3.2 [47] 4.44-48, 5-7, 8.16-
21, 13.1-17, 15.21, 15.43-47, 15.62; for discussion, see Ferweda, "Pity"; C. 
Schmidt, Plotins Stellung, 78-79.

52. Plot. Enn., 2.9 [33] 15.4, 16.1; for emphasis on the gr.eater good, see
13.18; 4.4 [28} 32.32-47, 39.29-30. 

53. Ibid., 2..9 [33} 16.1-5; Armstrong, "Dualism," 45, 48-50.
54. Plot. Erin. 2..9 [33] 13-3-4.
55. See, for example, ibid-4-3 [27] 16. Armstrong ("Man in the Cos

mos," ro, on Plot. Enn. 1, p. xxvi) thinks Plotinus is not too concerned 
with "a. clearly distinguished hierarchy of intra-cosmic and extra-cosmic 
divinities." Mazur sees Plotinus rejecting a Gnostic hierarchy "which 
entails a disjunction between ethical status on the one hand and ontologi
cal or causal priority on the other" ("'Plotinus' Philosophical Opposition," 
104, and also 107-9; P. Perkins, Gnostic Dialogue, 172; Narbonne, Ploti
nus in Dialogue, 66-67). 

56. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 3.n-12.; 2.3 [52] 18.1-5; cf. 3.2 [47] 9.31-40; 3.3
[48) 1.1-3, 7.1-7. 

57. Ibid., 2..9 [33] 8.38; see also 18.17-n, 18.31-32 (cf. 2.3 [52] 1-6,
l8), for the charge that the Gnostics wrongly call men, but not stars, 
their "brothers." Cf. Zandee, Terminology of Plotinus, 16; see also Fes
tugiere, Revelation, 3:60-61; lgal, "The Gnostics and 'The Ancient Phi
losophy,"' 142; Mazur, "Plotinus' Philosophical Opposition," 98-101. On 
the beauty of the divine hierarchy, see Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 5.8-14, 8.32-33; 
cf. the starry heavens as a place full of beautiful images of gods (3.2 [47} 
14.20-30). 

58. Plot. Enn. 2..9 [33] I3.17-19; see also Armstrong's note ad Joe.
59. Ibid., 4.4 (28) 31.41, 38.8-14; 2..3 (52] 7-8, ro-15.
60. Ibid., 2.9 [33] 16.9-15.
61. The operations of the crvv.a�11; are discussed most explicitly in ibid.,

2.3 [52], esp. 7.12., 8.5-11. See also 3.2a [47] 3.26; 3.3 [48] 6.33-39. 
62. Ibid., 2.9 (33] 16.14-17.
63. Cf. Celsus's critiques of would-be messiahs (Orig. Cels. 7.9).
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64. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 16.30-38; for the "sons of God," see ibid., 9.56-
59; M.A. Williams, Immovable Race, 194; Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 
ro5-13. 

65. Plot. Enn. 2.9 (33] 9.5r-58; cf. Edwards, "Porphyry's 'Cave,"' roo,
who thinks the Gnostics rejected the life of philosophical advancement. 
Rather, the passage could be understood as indignation at a lack of respect 
for Hellenic oracles and the funerary cult (supported at Enn. 4.7 [2] r5}. 

66. Plot. Enn. 2.9 (33] 9.27, per Armstrong, "Plotinus and Christianity,"
84. 

67. Pace Edwards, "Pagan and Christian Monotheism," 2r4 (on Porph.
Vit. Plot. ro.35); see also Dodds, "Appendix II: Theurgy"; Fowden, "Pagan 
Holy Man," 52. As Porphyry himself acknowledges, it is hard to understand 
exactly what Plotinus meant by the statement that "the gods should come 
to me, not I to them" but as is clear here, Plotinus fully supported the tradi
tional civic cult, and elsewhere in the Enneads has no objection to idolatry, 
although he might interpret it philosophically. See Cumont, Lux Perpetua, 
35r, regarding Plot. Enn. 4.8 [6) 1; more generally, see Turcan, "Une allu
sion de Plotin aux idoles cultuelles," esp. po, regarding Enn. 2.2 [47] 14; 
Fowden, Egyptian Hermes, 129-30. The objection in Vit. Plot. IO is prob- . 
ably, as Edwards (Neoplatonic Saints, 2r n. n3} intuits, along the lines of 
vegetarianism. 

68. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] u.4-5.
69. "Every soul is a child (of the Father)" (ibid., 16.ro); see Harder, "Plo

tins Abhandlung," 301-2.. 
70. Armstrong, "Plotinus and Christianity," 84; idem, "Man in the Cos

mos," 6, ro. 
7r. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 15.1-4. 
72. See, for example, the descriptions of the Carpocratians (Ir. Haer.

1.25.4; Clem. AL Strom. 3.2.ro) or Borborites (Epiph. Pan. 26.4-5); Grant, 
"Early Christians and Gnostics," 178-80. Less skeptical of the descriptions 
are Gero, "With Walter Bauer on the Tigris"; van den Brock, "Sexuality and 
Sexual Symbolism." On the Greco-Roman background of such charges, see 
Grant's survey of the evidence ("Charges oflmmorality"). Scholars occasion
ally interpret the philosophical libertines attacked by Porphyry at Abst. 1.42 
to be Gnostics (e.g., Clark, "Translate into Greek," 129), but the passage 
contains no hint of Gnostic thought. 

73. Like Epicurus, they posit r'Jl>ov� as a T£Aoc;; even more "childishly"
than him, they assault providence and, particularly, "self-control" (To 
awcppoveiv-Plot. Enn. 2.9 (33) 15.5-18). See further C. Schmidt, Plotins 
Stellung, 72-73. 

74. Plot . Enn. 2.9 [33] 15.28-40.
75. C. Schmidt, Plotins Stellung, 34, and H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos,"

253, respectively; see also Dorrie, "Schultradition," 4; Turner, "Introduc
tion: Zostrianos," 2n, 224-25; idem, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic 
Tradition, 295. Cf. Katz, "Plotinus and the Gnostics," 293. 

76. See below, Chapter 5, "The Strange-and the Dead."
77. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 6.r-ro.
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78. Cf. ibid., 4.3 [27] I6.1-3, 24.9-I2.
79. Ibid .. , 2.9 [33] 6.rn-43.
80. Ibid., 4.I-3 (regarding Plat. Phaedr. 246c), 17.I.
8I. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 6.28, 6.44-53 (see also Roloff, Plotin, Die Gross

schrift, I74, pace H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 254 n. 4). 6.52; see also 
Plot. Enn., rn.r3-I4; C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, I4-I5. 

82. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 6.54.
83. Ibid., 6.48, 6.37, 8.6. Plotinus never explicitly spells out what a proper

approach to philosophical problems and "ancient authorities" looks like, 
but we can imagine it probably resembled something like his remarks at 
the beginning of On Time and Eternity (3.7 [45] r.13-17): "Now we must 
consider that some of the blessed philosophers of ancient times have found 
out the truth (i.e., about time and eternity); but it is proper to investigate 
(emaKtl{ia0'0m) which of them have attained it most completely, and how we 
could reach an understanding (auv£au;) about these things." 

84. Ibid., 2.9 [33] 13.rn-n, 18.36, I3.13-r4.
85. Ibid., 9.47, 27, 47.
86. Ibid., 9.56, IO.II-I 2.
87. Ibid., I0.12-I3; see also the dosing of ch. 14, and the personal tone he

adopts to his reader there (C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 33). 
88. Recently, see Dunderberg, "Valentinian Teachers"; Kalligas, "Ploti

nus Against the Gnostics," n6. For Plotinus as targeting Ptolemaean Valen
tinianism, see lgal, "The Gnostics and 'The Ancient Philosophy,"' I42-44; 
for a writing of Valentinus instead, see Sinnige, Six Lectures, 71. 

89. On the other hand, a group ofValentinians reading Sethian literature
could still be possible (Evangeliou, "Plotinus's Anti-Gnostic Polemic," 126 n. 
15; Pepin, "Theories of Procession," 297; Tardieu, "Les gnostiques," 538). 

90. For Barbelo-Gnostics, see C. Schmidt, Plotins Stellung, 52-57, 63.
Puech, "Plotin et !es gnostiques," 161, 173-74, suggests Archontics, but con
siders the possibility of Valentinian influence on the group Plotinus dealt 
with (174). See also Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 
40. 

91. See discussion in the Appendix; further, see Bousset, Hauptprobleme,
186-87; Schoeps, Urgemeinde, 39. Elsas, meanwhile, considers that some
of the (Christian) Elchasaites became the pagan Hermetic (non-Christian)
viri novi attacked by Arnobius; influenced by Numenius, they also encoun
tered Plotinus (Neuplatonische und gnostische Weltablehnung, 242). Majer
cik also invokes Arnobius's evidence, suggesting instead that the viri novi
were non-Christian Gnostics dependent on Porphyry (Majercik, "Porphyry
and Gnosticism," 289-90). The parallels adduced here are interesting, but
hardly definitive proof.

92. Hipp. Haer. 9.I3.1 (Markovich); see H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos,"
257; Quispel, "Plotinus and the Jewish Gnostikoi." 

93. C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 11; Katz, "Plotinus and the Gnostics,"
293 n. 31. Gnostics may have even been among his teachers (Narbonne, Plo
tinus in Dialogue, 2 n. 3). 

94. C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 14, 84.
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95. Bos, "World-views in Collision," 22; Armstrong, "Plotinus," 210; 

Dillon, "Self-Definition," 7r (on Plot. Enn. 2.9 itself). 
96. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] Io.3-13.
97. Puech, "Plotin et les gnostiques," r82; Narbonne, Plotinus in Dia

logue, 69. See also Bos, "World-views in Collision," 23; Roloff, Plotin, Die 
Gross-schrift, 189; D. O'Meara, "Gnosticism and the Making of the World," 
376; Attridge, "Gnostic Platonism," 3-4; H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 
252; Corrigan, "Positive and Negative Matter," 25. lgal disagrees, arguing 
that Plotinus is being ironic, recalling Plato's critique of his poet "friends" in 
Resp. X 59569-10 by way of Arist. Eth. Nie. 1.6.1096ar2-17 ("The Gnos
tics and 'The Ancient Philosophy,"' 140, an argument followed by Edwards, 
"Aidos," 2.31-32). Cilento distinguishes the "friends" from the "intimate 
pupils" of the same passage, and proposes a rupture between them in the 
school (Plotino: Paideia, 244; similarly, see Corrigan, "Positive and Negative 
Matter," 43-44 n. 77; Rasimus, "Porphyry and the Gnostics," 104). Roloff 
(Gross-schrift, 189) and D. O'Meara ("Gnosticism and the Making of the 
World," 376 n. 39) doubt this; they do, however, agree that the "friends" and 
"pupils" are different. 

98. See Sinnige, Six Lectures, 62, regarding Porph. Vit. Plot. 13.10-17,
r8.7-2.3. Thus, treatises 27-29 (Plot. Enn. 4.3-5), those immediately prior 
to the GroBschrift, deal with the Soul, while 22-23 (6.4-5') and esp. 32. (5.5) 
deal with the "omnipresence of Intelligible Being." While Plotinus's prior 
acquaintance with the Gnostics is probable, it is impossible to say whether 
the Roman group was already working with Plotinus before Porphyry's 
arrival. Puech has suggested that Gnostics were part of Plotinus's Roman 
circle from its inception in 244 ("Plotin et les gnostiques," 182-83, followed 
by Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 5 n. 16). However, it is also possible that 
the Roman Gnostics only came to the seminar and circulated their texts after 
Porphyry became involved (Tardieu, "Recherches," n2). 

99. Pace Rasimus, "Porphyry and the Gnostics," 105.
100. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 9.57-59. The significance of Christian with

drawal from civic religious life is highlighted by J. Perkins, Roman Imperial 
Identities, 34-38. 

IOI. Plot. Enn. 2..9 (33) 9.47. 
102. His defense of nau5ela coupled with argumentative method is paral

leled in Alexander of Lycopolis's criticism of Manichaeism (Alex. Lye. ch. 
10.r2-r3, p. r7, ch. 16.13, p. 23, ch. 12.2 p. i:8 [Brinkmann]; notes ad loc.
in the edition of van der Horst and Mansfeld (58 n. 212). See also Turner,
Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 295.

ro3. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33) 10.n-12; J. Cook, Interpretation of the New 
Testament, 88, r56. 

104. E.g., Just. Mart. Dial. Tryph. 2 ..

CHAPTER 3 

I. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33J 10.12.-13; Porphyry calls the Apocalypse of Zoro
aster vfov ,o �t�Alov 1tapaOet1<vuc; 11rnAaoµtvov (Vit. Plot. 16). 
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2. Per Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 178 n. 8 (the
Sethian texts have "very little conceptually in common" with contemporary 
apocalyptic literature). 

3. The lion's share are overviews: Fallon, "Gnostic Apocalypses"; Krause,
"Die literarischen Gattungen der Apokalypsen"; Kippenberg, "Vergleich 
jiidischer, christlicher, und gnostischer Apokalyptik"; Peel, "Gnostic Escha
tology"; Frankfurter, "Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses"; Pearson, "Jewish 
Sources," 458ff; idem, "From Jewish Apocalypticism to Gnosis." More pro
visionary are Helmbold, "Gnostic Elements in the 'Ascension of Isaiah"'; 
Janssens, "Apocalypses de Nag Hammadi"; Rowland, "Apocalyptic: The 
Disclosure," 790-97; Scopello, "Contes apocalyptiques et apocalypses 
philosophiques"; Turner, Sethicm Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 
87-91; Markschies, Gnosis, 52-55 (omitting the Platonizing apocalypses);
Logan, The Gnostics, 68-71 (omitting Allogenes and Marsanes). Attridge,
"Valentinian and Sethian Apocalyptic Traditions," largely recapitulates the
conclusions of Turner while updating Frankfurter and Fallon. Stroumsa does
not address the problem of genre (Another Seed, esp. 19). Most in depth is
Kaler, Flora Tells a Story.

4. Schenke, "Das sethianische System"; idem, "Phenomenon." The Sethian
texts apud Schenke are: Apocryphon of John (NHC Il,1; IIl,1; IV,1; BG,2), 
Hypostasis of the Archons (NHC II,4), Egyptian Gospel (NHC III,2; IV,2), 
Apocalypse of Adam (NHC V,5), Three Ste/es of Seth (NHC VII,5), Zos
trianos (NHC V III,r), Melchizedek (NHC IX,1), Thought of Norea (NHC 
IX,2), Marsanes (NHC X), Allogenes (NHC XI,3), Trimorphic Protennoia 
(NHC XIII,r), the Untitled Treatise in the Bruce Codex, and the individuals 
mentioned in Ir. Haer. 1.29 and Epiph. Pan. chapters 26, 39, and 40 (on the 
Borborites-Gnostics, Sethians, and Archontics, respectively). The Sethians 
known to Hippolytus (Haer. 5.19-22 [Markovich}) seem to have nothing in 
common with this tradition (thus Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 52). 

5. MacRae, "Seth," 21; Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 489; Stroumsa, Another
Seed, 125; Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 36. Other features are: identifi
cation with the pneumatic seed of Seth, the savior; appearance of the divine 
trinity of Father, Mother, and Son (Adamas); division of the aeon of Bar
belo (the Mother) into the triad of Kalyptos, Protophanes, and Autogenes; 
appearance of the "Four Luminaries"-Harmozel, Oroiaele, Davithai, and 
Eleleth-who serve as dwelling places for Adam, Seth, and Seth's seed; the 
presences of the demiurge, Yaldabaoth, who tries to destroy the seed of Seth; 
the division of history into three ages with corresponding saviors; the pres
ence of the ministers of the Four Luminaries: Gamaliel, Gabriel, Samblo, and 
Abrasax; and use of the name "Pigeradamas" for Adam. Turner adds men
tion of the mysterious "rite of the Five Seals" (Sethian Gnosticism and the 
Platonic Tradition, 64). 

6. Brakke, The Gnostics, 4r-42.
7. Wisse, "Stalking," 575, is wary of systematizing a chaotic set of

mythologoumena (cf. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 5). Luttikhuizen, "Sethi
aner?" 80-84, argues that Ap. John contains fewer Sethian features than 
a reader of Schenke would expect, but this is hardly surprising given the 



194 Notes to Chapter 3 

composite nature of the text, woven together from Ophite and Barbeloite 
traditions that were later Sethianized, as proposed by Logan and Rasimus 
(discussed below). 

8. Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, xv, 5; idem, "Prolegomena," 341-44.
9. M. A. Williams, Rethinking "Gnosticism", 90-93, 186-209; idem,

"Was There a Gnostic Religion?" 77; King, What Is Gnosticism? 154-62. 
ro. Here I synthesize the (overlapping) discussions of Turner, "Sethian 

Gnosticism: A Literary History"; idem, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic 
Tradition, 255-301, 747-59; idem, "Typologies"; idem, "The Gnostic Sethi
ans and Middle Platonism." For skepticism about the attempt to draw up a 
history of a social group based on such opaque texts, see Couliano, Tree of 
Gnosis, 68 n. 8; M. A. Williams, "Sethianism," 54-55; Pearson, Ancient 
Gnosticism, 99. 

11. For the Barbelo-Gnostics, see Ir. Haer. 1.29. Turner rightly observed
that Barbelo-Gnosticism must be a strain distinct from Sethianism, because 
Irenaeus's account (ca. 180 CE) describes the generation of the Mother Bar
belo but nothing about Seth himself. Veneration of Seth must have a different 
origin, swallowing the Barbeloite tradition, so that our extant Sethian litera
ture usually contains Barbeloite features (Sevrin, Dossier baptismal sethien, 
275; Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy, 29; Turner, Sethian Gnos
ticism and the Platonic Tradition, 266; Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 34). 

12. On Zostrianos, see Stroumsa, Another Seed, 102; Turner, Sethian
Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 182, 293; idem, "Introduction: Zos
trianos," 210. Sieber's stance is not clear ("Introduction to Zostrianos," 28: 
it is "non-Christian, non-Jewish, philosophical Gnosticism" and its "author 
wrote for an audience that interpreted its cultic experience in terms of tra
ditional Greek philosophy"). For Marsanes as a "pagan Greek revelation 
discourse," see Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 230. A similarly pagan 
designation for Allogenes and Marsanes is presumed by Turner's view of 
the treatises as a further movement away from traditional Sethian mythol
ogoumena (Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 179-82., 
293; idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," 1, 163, 168; idem, "Introduction: Zos
trianos," 138-39; idem, "Introduction: Allogenes," n5-17; idem, "Sethian 
Gnosticism: A Revised Literary History," 908). Steles Seth is problematic 
here because its metaphysics seems to be equally advanced as those of the 
other three treatises but it is also extremely focused on Sethian mythologou
mena and salvation history, as Turner acknowledges ("Introduction: Mar
sanes," 173-74). 

13. For the Sethian apocalypses as pagan, see Doresse, "Les apocalypses
de Zoroatre"; Tardieu, "Les livres mis sous le nom de Seth," 209-10; Frank
furter, "Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses," 151; Pearson, "Gnosticism as Pla
tonism," 60; idem, "From Jewish Apocalypticism to Gnosis," 150; idem, 
Ancient Gnosticism, 99-100; Abramowski, "Nicanismus und Gnosis," 561; 
Kaler, Flora Tells a Story, 146. For Zostrianos's ostensible attempt to appeal 
to Plotinus, see Sieber, "Introduction to the Tractate Zostrianus," 239; Kos
chorke, "Paulus," 204 n. 69. For Turner, genre is a matter of "mutual legiti
mation of one authoritative tradition by another-and of both traditions as 
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divine revelation ... making Sethian tradition appealing to philosophically
inclined non-Sethians, and making the Platonic tradition appealing to Sethi
ans" ("Introduction: Zostrianos," 53; see also idem, "Sethian Gnosticism: 
A Literary History," esp. 56, 85; idem, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic 
Tradition, 292; idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," 30-31; idem, "Introduc
tion: Allogenes," 33-34). See also Sieber, "Introduction to Zostrianos," 12; 
Pearson, "Introduction: Marsanes," 248; Frankfurter, "Legacy of Jewish 
Apocalypses," 160-61; idem, "Apocalypses Real and Alleged," 66; M. A. 
Williams, Rethinking "Gnosticism" rn7; Attridge, "Gnostic Platonism," 
23; idem, "Apocalyptic Traditions," 197, 205; Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian 
Gnostic Background," 177, 309 n. 61. Meanwhile ,  P. Perkins ("Christian 
Books and Sethian Revelations," 723) is skeptical, followed by Brankaer, 
"Concept of voiic;," 79-80; eadem, "Marsanes." Brakke, The Gnostics, 87, 
refers to Turner's model as "very plausible," but hesitates to endorse it. 

14. Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 54-62. The "Ophite" texts include:
Eugnostos the Blessed (NHC IU,3), The Sophia of Jesus Christ (NHC III,4), 
On the Origin of the World (NHC 11,5), The Hypostasis of the Archons 
(NHC II ,4), sections of The Apocryphon of John, Irenaeus's testimony about 
"others [a/ii]" transmitting a Gnostic myth slightly different from that of 
the Barbelo-Gnostics (Haer. 1.30), and the "Ophite" Gnostics mentioned by 
the second-century Platonic critic of Christianity Celsus (Orig. Gels. 6.24-
38). Borderline cases include Test. Truth NHC IX,3 and "Ophites" (Ps.-Ter. 
Haer. 2.1-4), the Peratae (Hipp. Haer. 4.2.r-3; 5.2; 5.12-18; 10.10), and 
the Naasseni (Hipp. Haer., 5.6.3-4, 5.9.11-12). Rasimus uses Layton's term 
to refer to Ophite and Sethian traditions together as "Classic Gnosticism" 
(Paradise Reconsidered, 59), since they are worth distinguishing as a whole 
separate from Valentinian Gnosticism. 

15. Following Logan's analysis of Ap. John as a third-century "Sethian
ization" of a text compiled from Barbeloite (theogony, cosmogony, Pronoia 
hymn) Ophite (anthropology), and Sethian (salvation history) sources (Gnos
tic Truth and Christian Heresy, 16-17; cf. Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 
279). 

16. Thus excising Hypostasis of the Archons, Thought of Norea, and
much of Apocryphon of John from analysis of Sethianism, following the 
argument of Rasimus. The reasons for considering these texts Sethian would 
be a concern with Sethian salvation history, the presence of Seth's sister 
Norea, and the appearance of Sethian or Barbeloite mythologoumena. First, 
the story of Hyp. Arch. (and much of Ap. John) deals with the "Ophite" Par
adise narrative, not Sethian salvation history. Seth is mentioned but is not an 
actor (Hyp. Arch. NHC Il,4.91.31-34). Second, Norea was popular enough 
in Gnostic literature in general that her presence in a text hardly indicates 
Sethian influence (Pearson, "Introduction: The Thought of Norea," 92). 
Finally, Barbeloite and Sethian mythologoumena are absent. An exception 
is the appearance in Hyp. Arch. of Eleleth, one of the Four Luminaries. In 
what is probably a later gloss on the manuscript, Eleleth does once claim to 
be one of the four "luminaries" (q>wcr,�p) (Hyp. Arch. NHC Il,4.93.20). The 
text prefers to call this character a "great angel" (N06' Ni'>.ITE>-.oc) (ibid., 93 .2, 
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9, I3, 19; 94.3). Eleleth and the luminary Davithe were known to Egyptian 
magicians, since they are invoked in Coptic spells (Kropp, Ausgewiihlte kop
tische Zaubertexte, 2:xxxii, xliii [London MS Or. 5987, 6794), on which see 
Markschies, Gnosis, 96). Eleleth's appearance thus does not indicate robust 
Sethianism in Hyp. Arch. Meanwhile, Thought of Norea mentions the Auto
genes aeon, a paternal principle called Adamas, and a feminine principle 
called evvota, alongside four unnamed "helpers" (�o'l06�); some have identi
fied these as the Sethian luminaries (Schenke, "Phenomenon," 595; Pearson, 
Ancient Gnosticism, 78). Yet the text also shows Valentinian features (Pear
son, "Introduction: The Thought of Norea," 9I-93), and so is a hybrid work, 
not "pure" Sethianism. 

17. Thus Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy, I6-I7, expanded
on in Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered. 

I8. Both the beginning and end of the text have the alternative title, 
"Apocalypse (oyame) of Dositheos" (Fallon, "Gnostic Apocalypses," I46; 
Pearson, "From Jewish Apocalypticism to Gnosis," I5I; pace Janssens, 
"Apocalypses de Nag Hammadi," 72.)-probably secondary scribal glosses 
(Goehring, "Introduction: The Three Steles of Seth," 371-72., following the 
argument of Robinson, "Three Steles," 133). 

The reference to Dositheos has led some to suggest Samaritan influence on 
Sethianism, but what this would look like remains unclear (pace Schubert, 
"Problem und Wesen der jiidischen Gnosis," 3; Schenke, "Das sethianische 
System," 171-72., as well as Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 494; H. Jackson, 
"Seer Nikotheos," 259-60, 274). 

19. Pearson, "Introduction: Melchizedek"; see also Lahe, Gnosis und
Judentum, 3I5-24. 

20. A propaedeutic Coptic text recently published by Gesine Schenke
[Robinson) mentions "Sethians," Yaldabaoth, and angelic beings whose 
names resemble those known from Ophite tradition (Koptische Buch, plate 
128; see also Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 53). The account is too brief and 
MS too lacunose to be of much use here. Meanwhile, the proximity of Gos. 
Jud. to Sethian tradition remains under debate and' is beholden to how one 
restores key passages in the text; those who consider it "classic Sethianism" 
include DeConick, Thirteenth Apostle, 22-42·; Rasimus, Paradise Reconsid
ered, 40 n. ro9; Jennott, "Gospel of Judas," 72-73, but cf. G. Schenke [Rob
inson], "The Gospel of Judas"; Turner, "The Place of The Gospel of Judas in 
Sethian Tradition." In any case, a revelatory section in the middle of the text 
(Gos. Jud. TC 47.1-54.12) does discuss the Autogenes aeon, Barbelo, and 
the birth of the angels of chaos, a scene either derived from or indebted to a 
source shared with the Egyptian Gospel; see Turner, "The Place of The Gos
pel of Judas in Sethian Tradition," 199-201; further, see Jennott, "Gospel 
of Judas", 71, 95-97. Another treatise in TC is totally fragmentary, but does 
mention a character named "Allogenes" who is clearly identified with Jesus 
of Nazareth. It is thus probably Sethian (Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 97; 
cf. Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 58). Jennott suggests "The Wilderness" 
as an alternate title, restoring n�[.1.ete] instead of n.11.[mmHe I N.1.Xxoremic] 
("Gospel of Judas", I06-7). 
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21. M. Smith, "On the History of AllOKAAYIITfl," 19.
2.2. Collins, "Morphology," 9. For a summary of criticisms and defense

of the definition, see idem, "Genre, Ideology, and Social Movements," 17; 
idem, Apocalyptic Imagination, 1-42.; Sanders, "Genre," 454-55; Aune, 
Prophecy, 108-9; Yarbro Collins, "Introduction: Early Christian," 3-5; 
Kaler, Flora Tells a Story, 143. On the problem of genre with respect to 
apocalypse, see Hartman, "Survey," esp. 336-41; Sanders, "Genre"; Hell
holm, Das Visionenbuch des Hermas als Apokalypse. Fletcher-Louis seeks 
to emphasize the importance of experience instead of literary convention in 
apocalyptic literature ("Religious Experience," 132-33); this problem will be 
revisited in Chapter 6. 

2.3. E.g., Koch, Rediscovery of Apocalyptic, esp. 2.8-33; Vielhauer and 
Strecker, "Apocalypses and Related Subjects," esp. 549. Cf. the approach of 
Sacchi, which focuses on the problem of evil (L'apocalittica guidaica); see 
further Boccaccini, ''Jewish Apocalyptic Tradition." 

24. Rowland, 0 pen Heaven; Carmignac, "Q u'est-ce q ue I' Apocalyptiq ue?"
2.0; Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism, 1:2ro; Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts: 
Angels, n; Kaler, Flora Tells a Story, 134-37. 

25. Collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, 41-42.; see also Hellholm, "Prob
lem of the Apocalyptic Genre," 28; Aune, "Apocalypse," 87-91; idem, 

· Prophecy, 109; Yarbro Collins, "Introduction; Early Christian," 7 ;  eadem,
Cosmology and Eschatology, 1-20.

26. Yarbro Collins, Crisis, 105; Rowland, Open Heaven, 26; Aune, Proph
ecy, 121; Stone, "Apocalyptic Literature," 434; Davies, "Social World," 269. 

2.7. Exceptions are Rev and Herma.s. See Collins, "Morphology," n-12.; 
Yarbro Collins, "Early Christian Apocalypses," 7 1. Surveys of pseudepigra
phy in the ancient world include K. Aland, "Problem of Anonymity"; Brox, 
Pseudepigraphie; Collins, "Pseudonyrnity"; Speyer, Literarische Fiilschung; 
Metzger, "Literary Forgeries"; Meade, Pseudonymity. 

2.8. Sint, Pseudonymitiit, 71; Vielhauer and Strecker, "Apocalypses and 
Related Subjects," 515; Aune, Prophecy, uo; Collins, Apocalyptic Imagina
tion, 40. 

29. Aune, "Apocalypse," 84-86; McGinn, "Revelation," 526-27.
30. Speyer, Literarische Fiilschung, 247.
31. Epiph. Pan. 40.7.6; Unt. 232..3-23.
32.. Mars. NHC X,1.8.19.
33. Ibid., 10.l3-r8. As Poirier notes, the use of [m, .. ].Jteq indicates a change

of speaker, probably a supernatural authority (e.g., an agent of the Barbelo), 
who addresses Marsanes in the first-person masculine singular. Pearson sees 
Marsanes as talking to his audience, with the use of the singular instead of 
the plural as a textual corruption. Turner mentions the problem but does 
not suggest a solution (Poirier, "Commentaire: Marsanes," 400; Pearson, 
"Notes: Marsanes," 278; Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 5). 

34. Mars. NHC X,1.4.27-28, tr. Pearson (CGL); noted also by Turner,
"Introduction: Marsanes," 4, 32.-34. 

35. Mars. NHC X,1.2.6.12.-17, tr. Pearson; also 27.21-23, 39.r8-4L7.
Turner ("Introduction; Marsanes," 6-7) adds lo.12-27, 29.6-l7. Pearson, 
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"Introduction: Marsanes," 234, recognizes the background of the paraenetic 
passages in apocalyptic literature as well as the nature of the distribution. 

36. As noted by Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 8-9 (pace Mazur,
"Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 178 n. 8), on Zost. NHC 
Vlll,I.4.14-7, 130.14-25; Mars. NHC X,I.29.7-13, 4I.14-17; Allogenes 
NHC XI,3.68.16 -20; Ste/es Seth NHC VII,5.12I.12-14. The latter hardly 
constitutes, however, a missionary context. 

37. 2 En. 39; 4 Ezra 14:r3-18, 27-36;  2 Bar. 31, 44-45, 76:4-77:1. For
all three texts I have used the tr. in OTP. Each work is probably at least as 
early as the third century CE, and is thus admissible for comparison to the 
Sethian texts. For a first-century dating of 2 En. and complete bibliography, 
see Orlov, "Origin of the Name 'Metatron,"' esp. 19-20. I follow Ander
sen (OTP, with Bottrich, "Recent Studies," 40; generally, see Charlesworth, 
"SNTS Pseudepigrapha Seminar," 316-r8) in treating the "long" recension 
as prior to the "short" used by Vaillant (Le livre des Secrets, a treatment fol
lowed by Milik, Books of Enoch, ro7-8). Both 4 Ezra and 2 Bar. probably 
date from the second century CE; see Klijn, "Introduction," 616-17; Metzger, 
"Introduction." 

38. Turner, "Introduction: Allogenes," 30-3I. While "there is nothing to
suggest that the author was intended to be an identifiable ancient figure like 
Zostrianos" (3r) and thus an "everyman" member of the elect seed of Seth, 
other apocalyptic motifs, such as book burial for posterity or superhuman 
life span (at least two hundred years in addition to the seer's age at the begin
ning of the text) imply a primeval setting for the narrative. 

39. See below, Chapter 4, "Seth and His Avatars."
40. Contrasted with Zostrianos's pre-ascent sorrows by Turner, "Com

mentary: Zostrianos," 49; Frankfurter, "Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses," 
159, recalls Allogenes NHC XI, 3.59.1-29; cf. Apoc. Ab. 17. The latter 
text can be dated to the first or second centuries CE, given its knowledge of 
the destruction of the second temple (ch. 27), possible citation in Ps.-Clem. 
Recogn. 1.33, and knowledge of Epiphanius of Salamis (Pan. 39.5.1); this 
argument follows Rubinkiewici, "Introduction: Apocalypse," 683, in OTP. 

41. Turner (CGL) translates as "has become"; Scopello (BCNH) as "alle
au-dela de." 

42. Allogenes NHC XI,3.50.8-36. 
43. r En. 60:3-5; 2 En. 21:2-4; Apoc. Zeph. 6; Apoc. Ab. 13-14 ; 2

Apoc. fas. NHC V,4.57.17-29; Apoc. Peter NHC VIl,3.72.22. The seer's 
fear is also implied in descriptions of frightening angels: 2 En. 37; Seph. raz. 
pp. 43-44 (Morgan); 3 En. 1:7; Schultz, "Angelic Opposition," 285; Him
melfarb, "Heavenly Ascent and the Relationship," 84. For soothing words, 
see 2 En. 1:8, 21:3, 4 Ezra 10:28-37, Apoc. Ab. ro:6; Himmelfarb, Ascent 
to Heaven, 102-14; cf. Aune, Prophecy, u7. The text I En. is a composite 
work, most of which has fragments attested at Qumran, but whose Simili
tudes probably go back to the first century CE; 3 En. is later (fifth- to eighth
century CE at the earliest), but it is worth citing as possibly containing earlier 
source material (Greenfield and Stone, "Books of Enoch," esp. 99). 2 Apoc. 
fas. and Apoc. Peter are both undatable on internal criteria, but are probably 
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contemporaneous to the Sethian material (Hedrick, "(Second) Apocalypse of 
James," ro8; Desjardins, "Introduction," 214). 

44. "A work that can be accomplished in obedience to that reason which
we share with the Gods is attended with no fear (tKeT ouoev <l£1v6v)" (Marc. 
Aur. 7.53). 

45. Sir 3:20. For the.perils of esoteric lore in rabbinic texts, see m. Hag.
2:1; t. Hag. 2:1; y. Hag. 2:1 77a-b; b. Hag. 13a-14b; further, see Maier, 
"Gefiihrdungsmotiv," esp. 26-28. For the Hekhalot literature, see Hekh. 
Rab. {Schafer, Synapse, ch. 259), Hekh. Zut. (Schafer, Synapse, chs. 405-
9). See also ShirShabb (4Q405) 23:12.-13; Alexander, Mystical Texts, 20; 
Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts: Angels, 135 n. 156; pace Himmelfarb, Ascent to 
Heaven, 135 n. 23; Rowland, "Apocalypse: The Disclosure," 788. 

46. Allogenes NHC Xl,3.52.7-28.
47. 2 Bar. 22:1, 43:1; Apoc. Ab. 16:4; see also CMC 13.5-9. An exception

is Plotinus, per Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background,"43 n. 35, 
2or, 284, regarding Plot. Enn. 5.5 [32] 8.9-13; 6.7 [38] 22.15. Yet for Ploti
nus, "empowerment" is not channeled from a heavenly revelator but appears 
to be a spontaneous product of ecstatic experience. 

48. Allogenes NHC XI,3 .57.24-39.
49. Frankfurter, "Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses," 159 recalls 4 Ezra

5:20-22; additionally, see 4 Ezra 5:13, 6:29-34; 2 Bar. 9, 2.5-6. Cf. also 
Ezra's consumption of flowers at 4 Ezra 9:24-25, 13:50-51; cf. Turner, 
Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 674-75. 

50. As in Turner, "Introduction: Allogenes," 30-31.
51. Mars. NHC X,r.18.14-17.
52. As suggested by M.A. Williams, Rethinking rrGnosticism", 146, and

Valantasis, "Nag Hammadi and Asceticism," 185-87. 
53. Al/ogenes NHC XI,3.68.16-31.
54. 2 En. 33:8. See also r En. 68:1-2; 2 En. 9-r2, 48:6-7, 23, 33, 47:1-2,

54; 4 Ezra 12:35-39; Ase. Is. 9.22 (thus reading Ase. Is. as a unified text
see further R. Hall, "Isaiah's Ascent"; Bauckham, The Fate of the Dead, 
368-80; pace Himmelfarb, Ascent to Heaven, 55, 135 n. 30); Ap. John NHC
II,1.31.28-34; Disc. 8-9 NHC Vl,6.61-63. The theme is popular in Sethian
ism: Gos. Eg. NHC III,2.68.1-69.5; Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.85; Zost. NHC
VIII,1.130.r. Stroumsa suggests that the three "steles of Seth" are meant to
recall the three eschata of Sethian salvation history in Gos. Eg. and Apoc.
Adam (Another Seed, n2). See also Fallon, "Gnostic Apocalypses," 125;
Meade, Pseudonymity, 78 (an exhaustive list); on the specific motif of twin
steles out of stone and clay (the first to survive a flood, the second fire, thus
preserving antediluvian wisdom), see Stroumsa, Another Seed, 106, discuss
ing Jub. 8:17-19 (Enoch as scribe); L.A.E. 49-50; Jos. Ant. r.71; Rasimus,
Paradise Reconsidered, 19 2-9 3.

55. Adler, introduction, 13; Collins, "Pseudonymity," 340.
56. Cf. Meade, Pseudonymity, 83; Gruenwald, "Knowledge and Vision,"

72; idem, Apocalyptic, 12. 
57. A virgin birth?
58. Zos. NHC VI11,r.r.5-3r.
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59. Ibid., 2.I-3 .13-28. The rest of the pericope, identifying Heracles'
nephew Iolaos as the father of Zostrianos, shows that the seer's community 
is probably Hellenic, and their "customs" consist of the traditional Hellenic 
cult. Like the Apocalypse of Abraham, Zostrianos appears to show the con
version of a sage born in a polytheistic community to a type of Jewish Chris
tianity (Burns, "Apocalypse of Zostrianos and Iolaos," 36-37, 39). 

60. Turner ("Commentary: Zostrianos," 493) recalls 2 En. 1:3; see also
4 Ezra 3:2-11, 4:12; 2 Bar. 5:1-4; Apoc. Ab. 3, 6; Apoc. Enosh. ap. CMC 
58.8-16. 

61. On transmogrifying clouds, see Plese, Poetics, 161-71.
62. Zost. NHC VIII,1-4-20-31.
63. r En. 14:8-9; 2 En. 3:2.-3; T. Ab. 9:8; Apoc. Peter (Eth.) 1, 6; cf.

Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.69.19-21, 71.8-10, 75.17-1.1; Gos. Jud. TC 57.22-
27; (Allogenes) TC 62.9-I5. Cf. 2 Kgs 2:2-12.; Jos. Ant. 9.28. 

64. LS: "as knowledge"; BFP: "pour instruire ."
65. Zost. NHC VIIl,1.129.22-130.13.
66. Turner, "Introduction: Zostrianos," 55, 58 recalling Steles Seth NHC

VII,5; I En. 81; 4 Ezra 14:42-15:r. 
67. r En. 12:4, 37:4, 92:1; Jub. 4:17-19; B. l;lag. 15a.
68. A difficulty for this reading is the odd choice of the wooden tablets (P.

Perkins, "Christian Books," 718-19, as well as Brankaer, "The Concept of 
vou�," 79-80). Usually the texts are made of grander or sterner stuff (Apoc. 
Adam ap. CMC 49; Apoc. Enosh ap. CMC 54.12-,-19; Seph. Raz. p. 17). 
However, Zostrianos's academic musings are interwoven with extensive dox
ologies, and it was not unusual to inscribe prayers on wooden boards {Jen
kins, "The Prayer of the Emanations"). 

69. Ase. Is. 10.2.4; Helmbold, "Gnostic Elements in the 'Ascension of Isa
iah,"' 224-25. 

70. Ap. John NHC II,r.30.12.; Trin. Prot. NHC XIIl,r.47.
71. Ir. Haer. 1.30.12. See also Ase. Is. (used by the Archontic Gnostics

Epiph. Pan. 40.2.2), esp. ch. IO. 

72. Ase. Is. 3.13, 9.15, 10.8;
73. Pist. Soph.; I and 2 Jeu; Basilides (ap. Ir. Haer. 1.24.5-6); Apoc. Paul

(NHC V,r.3.23); the classic invocation is Ir. Haer. r.21.5 (Valentinian?) = 
Epiph. Pan. 36.2.1-6 (Heracleonites) = r Apoc. fas. NHC V,3.33.II-35.25. 

74. Man. Ps.-Bk.51.24 (Alberry).
75. Bousset, Himmelsreise, 5-23; Couliano, Psychanodia, 7-14.
76. "I evaded a myriad of torments which almost killed me" (Zost. NHC

VIII,r.123.2-ro). 
77. Zost. NHC VIII,r.130.13-132.5.
78. Pearson, "Jewish Sources," 445; cf. Speyer, Literarische Fiilschung,

262.-63. 
79. Epiph. Pan. 26.1.2-1.3 (tr. Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, modified). See

also ibid., 11.12-n.1: "They blaspheme not only Abraham, Moses, Elijah 
and the whole choir of prophets, but the God who chose them as well. And 
they have ventured countless other forgeries (rr:>..aa0tv-ra ypaq>da)." 
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80. Epiph. Pan. 39.5.1. Pearson suggests ("Jewish Sources," 446-47)
that the Mosaic books could be the Testament of Moses and Apocalypse of 
Moses. The Apocalypse Attributed to Abraham is probably not the Apoca
lypse of Abraham extant in Slavonic, since Theodore bar Konai reports (as 
discussed in Puech, "Fragments retrouves," 273) that the Audians (also mak
ing use of Sethian literature) possessed a book by the same title, but with 
Gnostic doctrines (pertaining to the creation of the world by "darkness" and 
other powers) not present in the Slavonic text. 

· 81. Epiph. Pan. 40.2.2.
82. Ibid., 40.7.6-7: "they produced many forgeries in telling their stories

and fabricating blasphemies against the true God Almighty (noUa tcmv a 
µu001totoOvn:c; 7tAao,:wc; &KTUTTOUCTL, �Mcrcpriµa n: TTAattoVTEc;)." Cf. Origen's 
dismissal of Gnostic accounts of cosmogenesis as "absurdas fabulas" (Prine. 
1.8.2). 

83. Pist. Soph.,3.134 (Schmidt and MacDermot); Milik, Books of Enoch,
99; Pearson, "Jewish Sources," 449. Together with Melch. NHC IX,1.12.8, 
this is the only explicit reference to Enoch in Gnostic literature (cf. Turner, 
Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 237-38). 

84. Melch. NHC IX,I.12.8.
85. S. Lieu, Manichaeism, 33; Reeves, Heralds; Himmelfarb, "Revelation

and Rapture," 79-82; Pearson, "Jewish Sources," 450-51; Attridge, "Valen
tinian and Sethian Apocalyptic Traditions," 199-202; Tigchelaar, "Baraies 
on Mani's Rapture." There is no need to assume that these texts originated 
in Jewish scribal circles; rather, they are probably Manichaean appeals to the 
authoritative tradition of Jewish scribal culture, although it remains quite 
possible that such texts actually existed (cf. Frankfurter, "Apocalypses Real 
and Alleged"). 

86. CMC 48.16-50.7, 52.1-60.13.
87. Thus Tigchelaar, "Baraies on Mani's Rapture."
88. Such appeals to Jewish and Christian traditions and authorities are

thus hardly "not conceived as part of a consistent, organized, and acknowl
edged tradition," nor constitute a "rebellion" against "historical process" 
(pace Kalligas, "Plotinus Against the Gnostics," 125). 

89. See above, Chapter 1, "Conclusion."
90. See also King, Secret Revelation, 53, on Allogenes: "while the heav

enly revelation itself is Gnostic, the stages of ascent were evidently meant to 
evoke the readers' or audiences' respect for traditional Jewish apocalyptic 
ascent narratives." 

91. For discussion of the archetypes underlying the mythical figures of the
apocalypses, see Aune, Prophecy, 122-26; Collins, "Sage"; idem, "Cosmos 
and Salvation," 135. 

92. J. Z. Smith, "Wisdom and Apocalyptic," 86 (italics mine).
93. Dan :i::4, 1:17, 1:20, 2:23, 5:n, 5:I2, 5:14; I En. 12:4, 37:4, 92:r;Jub.

4:17; 4 Ezra 14:50; also 4:22, 5:22, 14:40; 2 Bar. 38:4, 50:r. More occasion• 
ally, Enoch is described as a prophet: I En. 81; 4 Ezra 1:4-u; further, see 
Kvanvig, Roots of Apocalyptic, I47, 157. 
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94. Collins, "Cosmos and Salvation," 121-23; idem, Apocalyptic Imagi
nation, 39; J. Z. Smith, "Wisdom and Apocaly ptic," 74; Aune, Prophecy, 
no-n; Miiller, "Mantische Weisheit"; VanderKam, Enoch; Kvanvig, Roots 
of Apocalyptic; Davies, "Social World," 260-62. 

95. Collins, "Sage," 349-50.
96. Couliano , Psychanodia, 6-7; idem, Out of This World, 156-57; cf.

Aune, Prophecy, n8. 
97. 2 En. 64:5.
98. CMC 64.8-65.22, tr. R. Cameron and Dewey, modified.
99. On authority, see Stone, "Apocalyptic Literature," 427; Collins,

Apocalyptic Imagination, 42-43; Adler, introduction, 13. On higher 
knowledge, see Festugiere, Revelation, 1:309-54; Hengel, Judaism and 
Hellenism, r:210-18; Hadot, "Theologie, exegese, revelation," 23-34; 
Adler, introduction, 13-19. 

100. Stone, "Apocalyptic Literature," 428, offers a catalogue, but see esp.
4 Ezra 14. 

101. "(Solomon's) knowledge follows from the use of his natural reason
ing .... While sapiential revelation is immanent, channeled through the nat
ural human processes of thought, apocalyptic revelation is ecstatic, and con
ferred from outside" (Collins, "Cosmos and Salvation," 139). 

102. Idem, Apocalyptic Imagination, 41; cf. idem, "Morphology," 9, 12.
rn3. Rowland, Open Heaven, 21; for critique, see Yarbro Collins, "Review:

Rowland, The Open Heaven"; cf. Rowland's later discussion of "a revelation 
direct from God through vision or through divine emissary" ("Apocalyptic: 
The Disclosure," 780); cf. Fletcher-Louis, "Religious Experience," 131-32, 
142. 

104. Lincoln, Theorizing Myth, 3-28; see also Morgan, Myth and Phi
losophy, 17-19. 

105. Emp. frgs. 63.1-5, b114 (DK); Parm. frgs. 62.1, 68.1-2 (DK), cit. in
Lincoln, Theorizing Myth, 31-32. On unverifiability, see Brisson, How Phi
losophers Saved Myths, 23. Morgan, Myth and Philosophy, 87, stresses that 
for Parmenides, even myth is, like all discourse, subject to the deficiencies of 
language. 

106. Democ. Frg. 6297 (DK), my tr. See also Lincoln, Theorizing Myth,
30; Kobusch, "Wiederkehr des Mythos," 45. 

107. For innocuous use of the term and its cognates in Plato's works,
see, e.g., Men. 13i; Theaet. 197d, 200c; Resp. VI 485 d, 9 588 6-d; Soph. 
239 d-e; Leg. II 668e, XI 933b; Tim. 26e. For exhaustive data and analy
sis on the occurrence of µu6o<; in Plato, see Brisson, Plato the Myth Maker, 
141-52.

108. Willms, EIKQN, 2; S. Sai:d, "Deux noms," 3II-r3, 319-23.
109. For complete survey, see Brisson, Plato the Myth Maker, 145-52;

Janka, "MYTHOS," 22-42, describes context more fully. 
no. E.g., Plat. Symp. 20568-cro; idem, Phaedo 606-616; see further 

Brisson, Plato the Myth Maker, 40-48, 147-48. 
III. For a survey, see Willms, EIKDN, 2ff (esp. n. 7); S. Said, "Deux

noms," 313; Pender, "Plato on Metaphors and Models," 55££. 
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112. Plat. Resp. X 598b. For the association of £16wAC1 with µlµl']O'L<; and
q>e1vTaaµe1Ta, see Resp. X 596b-e and elsewhere in Plato's works: Alcib. r33a; 
Phaedr. 255d; Resp. VII 509e-5roa, 515a; X 598 e; Soph. 239d-24oa, 264c 
(Willms, EIKDN, 14-21; S. Said, "Deux noms," 315-18; Pepin, "L'episode 
du portrait de Plotin," 302, to which I am indebted for these citations; see 
also Struck, Birth of the Symbol, 54; Pasquier, "La reflexion demiurgique," 
649�50). 

113. Soph. 235d-236c.
114. Pace S. Said, "Deux noms," 323.
115. Plat. Pol. 277d-279a. 277d, tr. Rowe (in Cooper and Hutchinson,

eds., Plato). Cf. Plat. Tim. 52c. 
116. Pender, "Plato on Metaphors and Models," 70, on Plat. Pol. 278a-e;

Willms (EIKflN, 3) also recalls Plat. Men. 80 a-c; idem, Tim. 28 c-29 d; Dor
rie and Baltes, Platonismus in der Antike, 4:258, recall the metaphor of the 
divided line, esp. Plat. Resp. 5rob. This distinction is a Platonic innovation 
(and not always observed: Tim. 92c). 

117. For EiKwv as shadow or reflection, see Plat. Phaedo 99e; Resp. III
402b-c, VI 509d-51oe; as a copy, see idem, Tim. 29b-c, 37d, 92c; Resp. 
402c6. For the necessary deficiency between image and referent, see idem, 
Grat. 432d, 439a-b; Resp. VII 533a. For the problematic ontological status 
of likeness, see idem, Soph. 240b. 

118. Plat. Resp. VI 506d-e; idem, Leg. X 897d-e and Grit. ro7b, cit.
Pender, "Plato on Metaphors and Models." 

119. Pender, "Plato on Metaphors and Models," 62; see also Plat. Symp.
2r5a ff (Alcibiades' speech); cf. Plat. Leg. VI 773c-d, X 903 a-b. 

120. Plat. Resp. III 395b8-d3, X 605a-b; idem, Tim. 7od7-e5; Brisson,
How Philosophers Saved Myths, 18. Cf. Tarrant, speculating that myth's 
effectiveness derives from an ability to stir recollection of the soul's pre
incarnate contemplation of the forms ("Myth as a Tool of Persuasion," 27; 
similarly, see Morgan, Myth and Philosophy, 233). 

12r. Plat. Resp. II 376e-377c; see also III 386b-c, X 603b; idem, Leg. II 
664a, cit. Lincoln, Theorizing Myth, 229 (Plat .. Po/. 304d, on state control of 
rhetoric, is a stretch). Morgan rightfully calls these "educational" myths, as 
opposed to "philosophical"' myths that deal with eschatology and cosmog
ony (Myth and Philosophy, 162-64). However, the former are not entirely 
distinct from "philosophical" myths, since they operate with similar tools 
for similar purposes, i.e., using images to provoke good behavior. 

122. Plat. Resp. III 392a, following Brisson, Plato the Myth Maker,
91-115, 96-98; more specifically, see 3866, 387c-389b, 389d, 393c-d; Resp.
II 382d. Cf. Plat. Grit. 110a. On Plato's use of myth to discuss eschatol
ogy, see Aune, "Apocalypse of John," 75-76; Morgan, Myth and Philoso
phy, 185-241.

123. Plat. Garg. 523a, tr. Zeyl (in Cooper and Hutchinson, eds. , Plato).
124. Ibid., 524a-b, 527a. For confidence in verifying myths, see also Plat.

Resp. II 377a8, 377d2-e3; idem, Grat. 408b6-d4. 
125. Morgan is thus right to emphasize the philosophical context and

intended audience of each Platonic myth (Myth and Philosophy, 158-61), 
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and the following analysis agrees with hers as regards their purpose and 
function. 

I26. Plat. Resp. II 377d-e, tr. Reeve (in Cooper and Hutchinson, eds., 
Plato). 

r27. Thus Plat. Resp. X 614a, "and these things must also be heard, if 
both are to receive in full what they are owed by the argument"; see idem, 
Gorg. 5233. See also Morgan, Myth and Philosophy, 187, 190-91, r97-99, 
209-10, 240-41; Kobusch, "Wiederkehr des Mythos," esp. 46-48.

12.8. Thus also Willms, EIKDN, 5-10.
12.9. Esp. Plat. Tim. 29b-d; also 306, 48d, 53d, 55d, 56a, 57d, 9oe; see

Tarrant, "Myth as a Tool of Persuasion," 2.4-25; Morgan, Myth and Phi
losophy, 271-77; Brisson, Plato the Myth Maker, 129ff; cf. Burnyeat, "Eikos 
Muthos." 

130. Plat. Phaedo rn8d, II4c-d; idem, Gorg. 493a-c; this argument is in
general agreement with Coulter, Literary Microcosm, 35; Tarrant, "Myth as 
a Tool of Persuasion," esp. 2.1. 

131. An exception is Plat. Tim. 26e, where Critias assures Socrates that the
story of Atlantis will not be "a made-up myth, but a true account (rrAao0tv.a 
µil0ov 6.H' ctAT"]0tvov A6yov)." 

132. Colotes' (fourth or third century BCE) attack on the Myth of Er; see
Macrob. Comm. somn. Scip.r.r.5-1.9, 1-4-1 (Stahl); Prod. Comm. Remp. 
2.96.2££ (Kroll). 

133 . His immediate predecessor, Philo, wrote so much about allegory 
that space does not permit a discussion of him here. Suffice to say that his 
approach is grounded in a Platonic epistemology similar to that here assigned 
to Plutarch (see, e.g., Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 73-I26). Philo also 
agrees with Plutarch et al. in using the term nA6.oµa to refer to mythological 
"fiction" (e.g., Prov. 2.66}. 

134. The word nHriyopla means "to say something other than what one
means to say" (Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 3). Dawson (ibid., 5) signif
icantly distinguishes allegory from metaphor, etymology, and personifica
tion by emphasizing its drawn-out, narrative aspect. Thus also Quint. Inst. 
8.6.44, 9.24.46, cit. Coulter, Literary Microcosm, 69. On ancient allegory, 
see Tate, "History of Allegorism"; Pepin, Mythe et Allegorie; Coulter, Lit
erary Microcosm, 19-31; Simonetti, Lettera E/0 Allegoria; Lamberton, 
Homer; Dawson, Allegorical Readers; Brisson, How Philosophers Saved 
Myths; Morgan, Myth and Philosophy, 62-67, 98; Struck, Birth of the Sym
bol, esp. 1-20; idem, "Allegory, Aenigma, and Anti-Mimesis." 

135. Plut. Ado/. poet. aud. 19e, tr. Babbitt (LCL); see Pepin, Mythe et
allegorie, 181-82.; Brisson, How Philosophers Saved Myths, 58-59, 64. Plu
tarch also of course employs allegory, although he does not call it such (Is. 

Os. 376£-3776). 
136. For discussion of allegory in the first Stoics, Ps.-Heraclitus (first cen

tury CE?), and Cornutus (second century CE), see Pepin, Mythe et Allegorie, 
159-67; Most, "Cornutus and Stoic Allegoresis," 2018, 2027; Dawson, Alle
gorical Readers, 23-72; Struck, Birth of the Symbol, 1n-56; Brisson, How
Philosophers Saved Myths, 44-55, 71-74.
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137. Plut. Is. Os. 363d-364e, 365b-368f, 37e-f, 373d-f; Euseb. Praep. ev.
3.1-2 (Mras). For a defense of allegory, see Plut. Is. Os. 355b-d, 358e-359a. 
On Plutarch's discussion of the various types of allegory, see Verniere, Sym
boles et mythes, rr-38; Hardie, "Plutarch and the Interpretation of Myth," 
esp. 4761; Froidefond, "Plutarque," 212; Brisson, How Philosophers Saved 
Myths, 67-71; Hirsch-Luipold, Plutarchs Denken, 129-33. 

138. Plut. Is. Os. 358e-359a, tr. Babbitt (LCL); Brisson, How Philoso
phers Saved Myths, 67. 

139. Plut. Ado!. poet. aud. 206-c; idem, E Delph. 386a; idem, Sera 557£.
On the latter, see Hirsch-Luipold, Plutarchs Denken, 140-41. 

140. Hirsch-Luipold, Plutarchs Denken, esp. 6, 283-88.
141. Plut. Is. Os. 373a, on doo�; idem, Pyth. orac. 409d, on 6.vo.KAaa1<;.
142. Plut. Py[h. orac. 398d, 402, idem, Def orac. 42ra, 436d. Similarly,

see idem, Pyth. orac.406c-e, on which see Pepin, Mythe et Allegorie, 179; 
Struck, Birth of the Symbol, 180-8r. Finally, cf. Plut. Cor. 37-4-

143. It also shields the hoi polloi from reality, who are not ethically pre
pared for it (Plue. Is. Os. 360£; idem, Amat. 763c). 

144. Plut. Glor. Ath. 348a-b; cf. Ael. Theon. Progymn. 72.28 (Patillon)
for myth as "a false discourse that expresses images of truth (Myoi; \jltuO�<; 
eixovl�wv 6.)..�8e1a;)," This definition became a cliche in the Athenian School: 
see Olymp. Comm. Garg. 46.3 (Westerink), Dam. Comm. Phaedo 198.29-
30., 237.27-8 (Westerink), cit. R. Jackson, "Olympiodorus," 278. 

145. Plut. Is. Os. 382a-b, tr. Babbitt (LCL); also 3586, 359a, 3656, 366e;
idem, E Delph. 393d-e. For the allegorical interpretation of myth explicitly 
in the service of interpreting ritual, see Is. Os. 378a-b; 380£; Hardie, "Plu
tarch and the Interpretation of Myth," 4752-57; Hirsch-Luipold, Plutarchs 
Denken, 173-224; Graf, "Plutarch und die Gotterbilder,"260-62. For a sim
ilar defense of idolatry, see Max. Tyr. Or. 2.2. 

146. Phil. Opif I.1-3.
147. An exception is Plue. Is. Os. 374c, regarding Plat. Symp. 203b.
148. Zambon, Porphyre, 63. For the order of composition of the myths

(post-9 5 CE), see Verniere, Symboles et mythes, 57-59.

149. For a similar reading of Plutarch, see Plese, "Platonist Orientalism,"
esp. 369; cf. Verniere, Symboles et mythes, esp. 298-305, who reads Plutarch 
as more generous to the truth value of myth. 

150. Plut. Sera 56rb, tr. Babbitt (LCL), modified. See also ibid., 549£;
Hitsch-Luipold, Plutarchs Denken, 142. 

rp. Plut. Gen. Socr. 580c, tr. Babbitt (LCL). 
152. Ibid., 589f-59oa.
153. Ibid., 58ra, tr. slightly modified.
r54. Verniere, Symboles et mythes, 305; Hirsch-Luipold, Plutarchs Den

ken, 284. Others who agree with Plato and Plutarch .on the usefulness of 
myth in encouraging virtue among the young and uneducated include Max. 
Tyr. Or. 4.4; Strab. Geogr. r.2.3, 1.2.8; Ps.-Plut. Vit. et Poes. Hom. 92 (cit. 
Philosophical, Trapp. ad loc. in Max. Tyr. Or.) 

155. Verniere, Symboles et mythes, 310; Hirsch-Luipold, Plutarchs Den
ken, 288. 
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156. Space here does not permit analysis of Numenius (who is closely
followed by Porphyry), whose allegorizations also do not deviate from the 
Platonic framework; representative examples include Num. frgs. 30-35 (des 
Places), on Hom. Od. 13.102-12 and Plat. Resp. X (see Lamberton, Homer, 
64 n. 66; Tarrant, "Introduction to Book 1," 71-72; Cumont, Lux Perpetua, 
345); frg. 37 = Proc. Comm. Tim. I.76.30-77.23 (Diehl), on Plat. Tim. 2od-
25e. Note that Numenius and Porphyry both allegorize Plato's myths. On 
Porphyry and allegory in general, see Waszink, "Porphyrios und Numen
ios," 62; A. Smith, "Porphyrian Studies," 742, 752-53; Lamberton, Homer, 
108-33. A representative passage showcasing his dependence on Numen
ius as well as his valorization of storytelling as a philosophical tool is Antr.
nymph. 36.3-6 (Westerink), tr. mine: "It must not, however, be thought that
interpretations of this kind are forced, the merely credible arguments of the 
adroit; but when we consider the great wisdom of antiquity and how much
Homer excelled in practical knowledge and had a sure grasp of every virtue,
it must not be denied that he has hinted at images of things of a more divine
nature with the fabrication of fable (µ� anoy1vw0Ke1v we; ev µu0aplou 11>..6.oµa,1
elx6va<; niJv 0e10-repwv nvloono). For it would not have been possible to mould
(nMoonv) the hypothesis as a unit unless the fabrication was simply a remod
eling (µna11moiivm ,o 11Moµa) oi certain established truths."

157. In fact, as Lamberton points out, Plotinus mixes Platonic and
Homeric myth in the same allegory-Enn. 6.7 [38] 30.23-29 (Homer, 98). 
For an allegorical treatment of the myth of Eros's birth in Plato's Sympo
sium, see Enn. 3 .5 (50] 9; Pepin, Mythe et allegorie, 192; Brisson, How Phi
losophers Saved Myths, 79; Charrue, "Plotin, le stoi:cisme," 44-45; Edwards, 
Culture and Philosophy, 105-6. Narbonne rightly distinguishes Plotinus's 
approach to myth from Sethian revelations (Plotinus in Dialogue, 74). 

158. Plot. Enn. 3.6 [26] r:9 (the ithyphallic Hermes), Enn. 4.3 [27] 32 (Her
cules' shade, regarding Hom. Od. 1r.601-4, on which, see Pepin, "Heracles 
et son reflet"). 

159. Plot. Enn. 4.3 [27] 14; 3.5 [50] 9.24-29; see Pepin, Mythe et allego
rie, 191; Brisson, How Philosophers Saved Myths, 74-75 (recalling also Enn. 
4.3 [27] 9.15-20); Sinnige, "Gnostic Influence," 90. Later Platonists agreed: 
Sallust. Deis 3 (Nock); Prod. Comm. Remp. 1.140.:i:; Olymp. Comm. 
Gorg. 48.2-3; see Sheppard, Studies, 73; R. Jackson, "Olympiodorus," 287; 
Kobusch, "Wiederkehr des Mythos," 51. 

160. Plot. Enn. 5.8 [31] 11.4; cf. S. Sai:d, "Deux noms," 318.
161. Hes. Theog. 154-210, 453-506, criticized by Plat. Resp. II 377e-378a;

Cic. Nat. d. 2.63-64, 3.24. 
162. E.g., Plot. Enn. 4.3 [27] 14; also, 1.6 [1] 8.16, regarding Hom. Od.

9.29, ro.483-84, IL. 2.140; Lamberton, Homer, 106-7; Edwards, Culture 
and Philosophy, 104. 

163. Plot. Enn. 5.8 [31] 10-r3.
164. Ibid., 5.8 [3r] 12.I2-27; cf. 5.1 [rn] 7.28. On his inconsistency in

portraying mythical characters, see Pepin, Mythe et allegorie, 203-9. 
165. Hadot, "Ouranos," 134.
166. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 10.26-27; see Wallis, "Soul and Nous," 464.
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167. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] n.10-28 (tr. slightly modified).
168. Pasquier, "La reflexion demiurgique," 660-61; S. Sa'id, "Deux

noms," 318, 327; Fattal, "Bild und Weltproduktion," 45-46. The paral
lel passage in Zost. preserves repetitive use of the word dowXov from the 
Greek Vorlage. However, the demiurge is not identified with the "reflec
tion of a reflection" but simply employs it (NHC VIII,1.10.1-7): "he 
looked at the reflection (dowXov), and by means of the reflection (etow;\.ov) 
that he saw in it, he created the world (K6oµoc;). And in a reflection of a 
reflection (EiowXov), he worked on the world. And (then) (even) the reflec
tion of the manifestation was taken from him." 

169. Thus Plot. Enn. 4.3 [27) 12-13, cit. Zandee, Terminology of Plo
tinus, 21, On matter as an EfowXov, see Enn. 2.5 (25] 5 .19; cf. the mate
rial world as an inferior reflection of the intelligible (6.2 [43] 22.33-47). For 
"reflection" as associated with q>avmola, see 2.9 [33] n.24 {cf. 12.30); Wal
lis, "Soul and Nous" 470; idem, Neoplatonism, 26. 

170. For Plutarch, see Is. Os. 372f; for discussion and many more cita
tions, see Hirsch-Luipold, Plutarchs Denken, 159-65, 171-73, 284-85; for 
Plotinus, see Fattal;

0

"Bild und Weltproduktion," 52-55. 
171. On Pandora, see Plot. Enn. 4.3 (27] 14.n). For nAaoµa as matter

simply obtaining form, see 4.9 [8] 3.15; 6.8 [39] 2.24; 3.3 [48] 4.33; for a 
negative sense of the term, see 2.4 [12] 8.19, 4.3 [27] 18.23. 

172. Edwards, "Aidos," 230 (suggesting a recollection of Plat. Resp. 599a)
see also idem, "Porphyry's 'Cave,"' 92. Both studies were inspirational for 
this discussion. 

173. Dio Chrys. Borysth., discussed above, Chapter 1, "Barbarian Wis
dom, Alien Wisdom." 

174. E.g., Chald. Or. or the apophatic inscription discovered at Oeno
anda (Robert, "Un oracle grave a Oenoanda"). 

175. The use of the terminology of imagery employed in these passages
does not seem to be systematic; any attempt to discern such would be compli
cated by their use of Coptic words for image (sme, Toyun) and form (cHoT) in 
addition to the Greek extant from the Vorlagen of the texts. Zostrianos tends 
to focus on the terms of type/copy, impression/stamp, and reflection (Timoc;, 
avTlnmoc;, EY<'lwXov), mostly in the context of the material world and its bor
der with the intelligible world or of the shared nature between the elect and 
the intelligible world that permits salvation. See also Mazur, "Platonizing 
Sethian Gnostic Background," 192-95, 202-5. Meanwhile, the language of 
forms (µopcp�, iota) is restricted to the Barbelo aeon and the Thrice Powered. 
There is no such tendency in Allogenes, in part, of course, because its topic is 
chiefly what lies beyond the Barbelo. 

176. Helpful discussions of the triads include Turner, Sethian Gnosticism
and the Platonic Tradition, 407, 697-704; Brankaer, "Concept of voiic;," 
68-73; Rasimus, "Porphyry and the Gnostics," 96-101.

x77. As discussed in Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tra
dition, 532-53, 696-97. The latter is an assimilation of the Son from the 
triad of Father-Mother-Son in the descent treatises, such as the Apocry
phon of John. 
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I78. Allogenes NHC XI,3.5I.I2-r7. 
179. Zost. NHC VIII,r.79.16-25; cf. also 2.28-29, on the "three ungener

ated likenesses" (B!NB) of the Spirit. The "triplicity" of the Barbelo represents 
her status as reflective thought that freezes the diffusion of Being and pre
vents it (per the function of "Vitality") from streaming into infinite diffusion 
(Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 524, 62r). 

180. Zost. NHC VIII,r.74.25, 67.13 (in the source shared with Victori
nus), 68.r4; cf. 74.9. 

181. E.g., Plot. Enn. V.1 [ro] 7.
182. Zost. NHC Vlll,r.78.19-22 ("she stood there, looking at it, and

[rejoicing], filled by [its (i.e., the Invisible Spirit's)] kindness"), n8.9-n9.3. 
183. See also ibid., 5.16, 6.r7, 7.4-5.
184. The moon; see below, Chapter 5, "The Strange and the Dead."
185. Zost. NHC VIII,r.5.ro-22.
186. Reviewed in detail below, Chapter 6.
187. Zost. VIII,1.129.25-26; 130.6-9. LS: "[I] put on my image. Because

it was ignorant, I strengthened it." BFP: "Je . . .  reinvestis ma statue qui etait 
ignorance." Cf. 4.24, where Zostrianos simply leaves his n;\acrµa on earth as 
he begins the ascent . 

r88. Turner (CGL) takes the N as gentivial: "lnaivisble One of the divis
ible likenesses," a sense followed by Scopello (BCNH) : "l'indivis parmi !es 
ressemblances divisibles." 

189. Allogenes NHC Xl,3.53.:2.3-31.
I90. Turner (CGL) translates: "after the likeness." Similarly, Layton

(Gnostic Scriptures, r45): "after the resemblance." Scopello (BCNH) : "a la 
ressemblance de." 

191. Allogenes NHC Xl,3.59.19-26.
192. Ibid., 59.3:2.-60.2
193. Turner (CGL): "limited by limitation"; Layton (Gnostic Scriptures):

"limited by bestowal of limit"; Scopello (BCNH): "sans limite qui puisse le 
limiter." 

r94. Turner (CGL): "what was put on me"; Layton (Gnostic Scriptures): 
"of that (image) which I was wearing"; Scopello (BCNH) : "ressemblance de 
celui dont j'etait revetu." 

I95· Allogenes NHC XI,3.60.24-37. 
196. Cf. the fine account of Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Back

ground," 197-201, 278-79, stressing parallels in Plotinus. On the ensuing 
apophasis, see Burns, "Apophatic Strategies,"166. 

197. The source of this language is unclear; Platonic and biblical ante
cedents both present themselves, while also being problematic. The Platonic 
tradition of course stresses the attainment of "likeness to God" (Plat. The
aet. 1766; see further Dillon, Middle Platonists, 122-:2.3, 192-93, 299-300, 
335), but the context is ethical and not explicitly linked to physical transfor
mation. On the other hand, the period is rife with speculation among philo
sophically trained Jews and Christians about attaining or regaining Adam's 
status as t:ilcwv 0rnu (Gen r:27); see Bousset, Hauptprobleme, 160; Quispel, 
"Gnostische Anthropos," 188-95; Attridge, Epistle to the Hebrews, 270 n. 
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3r (for Philo); Jervell, Imago Dei; F. Williams, Mental Perception, 67-70. 
Mazur suggests that the idea of assimilation to the image of the One is a 
Gnostic "innovation" that goes back to the myth of Epinoia's awakening of 
Adam's latent spiritual faculty ("Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 
280-81). Yet the figure of Adam is relatively distant in Zostrianos, and the
seer is changed into an angel, not a primal man. I hope to revisit this problem
in a later study.

198. See Attridge, Epistle to the Hebrews, 267-77, regarding Heb 2:5,
6:5, 9:10-II, 10:I, 13:14. 

199. Meijering, "God Cosmos History," 254.
200. Pepin, Mythe et allegorie; Simonetti, Lettera E/O Allegoria. A thor

ough survey of Gnostic allegory remains to be written (see thus far Sim
onetti, Lettera E/O Allegoria, 9-37), but an overview would include Ex. 
Soul (NHC II,6), Pistis Sophia, Ptolemy's Epistle to Flora, the Ptolemaic 
descent of Sophia ap. Ir. Haer. r.7.3, the Ophite account according to Ire
naeus (Haer. 1.39.n; cf. Ap. John NHC II,1.13 = BG 45), the Naasene Psalm 
ap. Hipp. Haer. 5.7.35-36 (regarding Hom. Od. 24 .5-8; also Hipp. Haer 
5.8.6 [regarding Is. 44.2], 6.14.7-8), and the fragments of Heracleon pre
served py Origen. 

201. On Alexander's evidence, see Villey's edition of Alexander; Stroumsa,
"Titus of Bostra and Alexander of Lycopolis." 

202. Alex. Lye. ch. 5 pp. 8.8-14 (Brinkmann), tr. van der Horst and Man
sfeld, slightly modified. On Manichaean literalism, see also Simpl. Comm. 
ench. 71.13-16 (Brittain and Brennan): "having fashioned monstrous things 
(-tepcn:a yap rrJ\a-r-rov,e<; 1:1va) which it's not right even to call mythical, they 
do not use them as myths or believe that they point to something else, but 
take what they say to be the truth itself (w<; <1ATJ0fo1v au-roic; rnic; J\eyoµlvou; 
ma-reuoua1)"; S .  Lieu, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire, 22-24; 
Stroumsa, Another Seed, 162. 

203. Alex. Lye., "Actually, though having taken up the decision to show
up this mumbo-jumbo for what it is, I am at a loss how to proceed. For their 
assumptions (ai i'mo0eae1c;) are not expressed in a generally acceptable ratioci
native form; hence a scrutiny of these assumptions is out of the question. Nor 
are there any proofs to be found which would be based on postulates (olin: 
nvt,; apxal (mooe[�ewv), which renders it impossible to consider what these 
postulates would entail" (ch. 5 p. 8.20-22 [Brinkmann]). On Manichaeans' 
literalist approach to scripture, see Tardieu, "Principes de l'exegese mani
cheenne," esp. r28. 

204. Alex. Lye. ch. 5 p. 8.25-32 (Brinkmann); ch. 10.6-9 p. 16.
205. Orig. Cels. 1.17, 1.20, 1.28, 2.13, 2.15, 2.55, 3.16, 3.43, 4.49-50,

5.57, 7.n; Mac. Mag. Apocrit. 3.4 (many discussed in J. Cook, Interpreta
tion of the New Testament, 26, 45, 70-71, 97, 99, r76-77). Cf. the "hos
tile Jewish mythologizing (01a�e�J\riµevwv "Iouoa'iKwv µu8o;l..oyriµa-rwv)," dis
paraged by the anonymous source (Porphyry?) of Euseb. Praep. ev. 9.8-ro 
(Mras), cit. J. Cook, "Porphyry's Attempted Demolition," 7. 

206. Collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, 39; see also idem, "Pseudonym
ity," 341; P. Perkins, Gnostic Dialogue, 59; Stone, "Apocalyptic Literature," 



210 Notes to Chapters 3 and 4 

431-33; Adler, "Introduction," 13. On esoteric language and secrecy as
important for creating sectarian self-definition, see Adler, "Introduction,"
17. For the general importance of esotericism and secrecy in apocalyptic, see
Bornkamm, "µuaT�ptov," 815. Cf. Rasimus, "Porphyry and the Gnostics,"
109.

207. Edwards, "Gnostic Aculinus," 378-81; Turner, "Introduction: Zos
trianos," 50, 53, 59; idem, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 
295; "Introduction: Marsanes," 172; idem, "Introduction: Allogenes," 27, 
29-30; idem, "Platonizing Sethian Treatises," 141; Moore and Turner,
"Gnosticism," 194-95; Emmel, "Gnostic Tradition in Relation to Greek Phi
losophy," 127; Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 178 n. 9,

205 n. 7.
208. Famously, in Plat. Symp. 201d.
209. Turner recognizes the disruptive nature of,revelatory epistemology

in a Platonic context (Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 295, 
300; idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," 50-51; idem, "Introduction: Zostria
nos," 126). See also Zandee, Terminology of Plotinus, 41; Edwards, "Por
phyry's 'Cave,"' 97. 

210. See also Plese, "Gnostic Literature," 190.
2n. Pace Turner, "Coptic Renditions," 524 n. 1; Corrigan, "The Sympo

sium and Republic." 
212. For the crowns, see Burns, "Sethian Crowns, Sethian Martyrs?"

CHAPTER 4 

r. Coined by Turner and ubiquitous in his scholarship, e.g., Sethian Gnos
ticism and the Platonic Tradition, 80-85, 2I4-20; idem, "Typologies," 181; 
as well as Plese, "Gnostic Literature," 191. 

2. See particularly MacRae, "Jewish Background"; Turner, "Introduction
NHC XIII,1*," 375. 

3. Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 755;
idem,''Introduction: Marsanes," 239. 

4. Idem, "Gnostic Threefold Path," 331; "Typologies," 181, 188-89.
Indeed, in the ascent texts, the Barbelo aeon remains a second principle, pro
duced by the Invisible Spirit, but is not identified with a descending savior 
but with Intellect (voii<;). For a survey, see Brankaer, "The Concept of voii<;," 
65-68, 78-79.

5. Turner, "Typologies," 190 n. 23.
6. Ibid., 193.
7. Thus Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 161-68; "Introduction: Zos

trianos," 137-44; "Introduction: Allogenes," 109-13. 
8. Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 489, quoting MacRae, "Seth," 21; also

Stroumsa, Another Seed, 125; Lahe, Gnosis und ]udentum, 283-90; all 
regarding Gen 5:3 LXX, on which, see Klijn, Seth, 2. 

, 9. Klijn, Seth, 39 n. 36; see also a Coptic spell invoking "Seth, Seth, the 
living Christ!" (Kropp, Zaubertexte, 3:76; Stroumsa, Another Seed, 76 n. 
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21 [sic]); Man. Keph. 12.9-r3 (Polotsky and Bohlig}; Man. Ps.-Bk. 142.3-9 
(Alberry); Man. Hom. 68.15-19; Aug. Faust. r9.3. 

10. Pace Wisse, "Stalking," 571; see L.A.E. 25, 49-50, 51:3; cf. I En.
93:r-10, 91:n-17; Nickelsburg, "Some Related Adam Traditions," 529; 
Lahe, Gnosis und Judentum, 289-300. 

11. Syncell. Ek. chron. 9.22-26 (Mosshammer); Seth also raptured in the
Apocalypse of Sethel from the CMC (Reeves, Heralds, nr, 122). 

12. For Seth the astronomer, see Jos. Ant. r.68; Bidez and Cumont, Mages
hellenises, 45-56; Klijn, Seth, 49; as a scribe, see L.A.E. 49.1-3, 50-51; Jos. 
Ant. r.69-71; Klijn, Seth, 17-18. This does not "imply" a "synthesis with 
Thoth-Hermes" (pace Frankfurter, "Apocalypses Real and Alleged," 72-73 
n. 31), but perhaps recalls the "Books of Seth" possessed by the Archontics
(Epiph. Pan. 40.7.4-5). In any case, this role of Seth recalls the apocalyptic
tradition of book burial.

13. On ethnic terminology in Gnosticism, see Fallon, "Undominated
Race"; Stroumsa, Another Seed, 100; M.A. Williams, Immovable Race. 
On translating yEvea as "race" and not "generation" in Gnostic texts, see 
Fallon, "Undomiriated Race," 2.80. For the background of the term "seed" 
in Jewish apocalyptic, see Frankfurter, "Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses," 
149· 

14. Gen. 6:2. refers to "sons of God" (u!ol 0eou}, the "watchers" who were
tempted by women and begat with them giants on the earth. Beginning with 
Julius Africanus (ca. 225 CE), many Christian writers identified these sons of 
God not with evil angels but with the offspring of Seth. These Sethites inhab
ited a mountain below Paradise but above the evil Cainites, whose alluring 
women drew them down into corruption with tools reminiscent of the teach
ing of the watchers (metallurgy, makeup, etc.-Syncell. Ek. chron. 9.26-
10.2; Klijn, Seth, 61-62; also Ephr. Comm. Gen. et Exod 5.1 p. 43 [Ton
neau], cit. Klijn, Seth, 74; 4Qlnstruction [4Q417] frg. 2 r:14-15; Stroumsa, 
Another Seed, 125). The Sethites living on the mountain after Adam and Seth 
were called "gods" on account of their purity, and so were confused with 
angels (Cav. Tr. 7:r-3 [Ri], cit. Klijn, Seth, 68 n. 99). 

15. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 134.
16. Some sources considered this lineage biological (Klijn, Seth, 83-86;

Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 473-74; M.A. Williams, Immovable Race, 180); 
others, metaphorical (Phil. Post. ro, 40-48; further, see Kraft, "Philo on 
Seth." On Valentinians, see Ir. Haer. r.7.5; Theodotus ap. Clem. Al. Exe. 
54.r; Ter. Val. 29, cit. Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 475). See also Tri. Trac.
NHC I,5.n8.14 (no Seth). For Hippolytus's Sethians, see Haer. 5.20.2
(Marcovich); cf. also the probably unrelated tradition of allelophagy in
Paraph. Shem NHC VII,r.44.25-26.

17. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.85. On the "three men" from heaven, see e.g.
2 En. 1:4; Stone, "Report on Seth Traditions," 469. On the genre of Adam
apocrypha, see Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 492-93; Nickelsburg, "Some 
Related Adam Traditions." 

r8. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.65.3-9, tr. MacRae (CGL): "it (knowledge) 
entered into the seed (crnopa) of great aeons. For this reason I have called you 
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by the name of that man who is the seed of the great generation (yevea) or 
from whom (it comes)." See also Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 489. 

19. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.66.4-8.
20. Ibid., 69.12-18.
21. Stroumsa, Another Seed, 101; Brakke, The Gnostics, 73; cf. Schot

troff, "Animae naturaliter salvandae," 73, So. 
22. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.82.25-28; for the Illuminator as Seth, see

Schottroff, "Animae naturaliter salvandae," 79; MacRae, "Apocalypse of 
Adam," 575, followed by Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 497. 

23. Pearson, "Figure of Seth,"484-85.
24. Gos. Eg. NHC III,2.55.16-56.1. Seth's exact location in the heavenly

world is not clear; sometimes he is in the second luminary (III,2.65.16-17), 
sometimes in the third (IV,2.68.3-5 = III,2.56.20). 

25. Ibid., IV,2.65.17-30 = III,2.54.6-n; the Autogenes and other beings
praise the Four Luminaries, the Thrice-Male Child, Youel, Esephech, and 
other beings "in order that they may name [the Father the fourth] with the 
[immoveable, incorruptible] race (yevea), of the [Father, and that they] may 
call [it the] seed (cmopa) of the Father the seed of the great [Seth]" (tr. Bohlig 
and Wisse [CGL]). 

26. Ibid., III,2.68.1-22; thus Bohlig and Wisse, "Introduction; The Gos
pel of the Egyptians," 22, 32-33. 

27. Noted by Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 498; Reeves, Heralds, 126-27.
28. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.73.27-74.9 = III,2.62.13-24. See also Klijn, Seth,

ro4. 
29. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.74.17-23, 75.15-24 = III,2.63.5-8, 64.1-9.
30. Ibid., III,2.56.7-22, tr. Bohlig and Wisse, slightly modified.
31. Ibid., IV,2.71.n-18 = III,2.60.2-8; Hormos is also associated with

the seed of Seth at Zost. NHC VIIl,1.47.9. See also M.A. Williams, Immov
able Race, 145-46. 

32. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.71.30-72.10 = III,2.60.20-61.r tr. Bohlig and
Wisse. 

33. With M.A. Williams, Immovable Race, 164; Klijn, Seth, 104.
34. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.78.2-10 = III,2.66.2-8, tr. Bohlig and Wisse.
35. Ibid., IV,2.75.24 = III,2.64.9, IV,2.78.10 = III,2.66.8. On the title as a

corruption of the name'Iriooiic; Na�wpaioc; iSiKaioc;, see Turner; Sethian Gnos
ticism and the Platonic Tradition, 165, 278; cf. Bohlig and Wisse, "Com
mentary: The Gospel of the Egyptians," 194-95. "Yesseus .. .  " is also pre
served (in the accusative!) at Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.85.30, and Zost. NHC 
VIII,1.47.5-7, in both cases with a baptismal context. Rasimus, Paradise 
Reconsidered, 276-79, opines that the title draws from Johannine appella
tions for the Christ; Jesus as living water (John 4;10-14), Jesus the righteous 
(John 7:18, 1 John 2:29), and Jesus the Nazarene (john 1:14, 18:5.7, 19:19). 

36. Zost. NHC VIII,1.54.23, 126.16; see also Abramowski, "Nag Ham
madi 8,r 'Zostrianos,"' 5.

37. Zost. NHC VIII,1-30.4-14; also ibid., 6.17-31, 51.12-18.
38. Zost. NHC VIII,1.47.5-8; see also Turner, "Commentary: Zostria

nos," 562-63. 



Notes to Chapter 4 213 

39. Also suggested by Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 490, 498, recalling Zost.
NHC VIII,r.13r.rn-I6; Me/ch. NHC IX,r.5.20, 6.l7, concluding that Seth 
has here "put on" Zostrianos in an effort to awaken "his Seed." See also 
Pearson, "Gnosticism as Platonism," 59; idem, Ancient Gnosticism, 89; H. 
Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 259; Reeves, Heralds, 125, 127. Turner asserts 
that "Zostrianos is clearly a savior figure, presumably in the type of Seth, the 
'spiritual' son of Adam," but does not consider whether he is an inca·rnation 
of Seth or a descending redeemer (Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 484). 

40. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.7.8-9. This "living seed" is associated with Hor-
mos (47.9-14), who presides over its incarnation in Gos. Eg., as noted above. 

4r. Zost. NHC VIII,r.5-7. 
42. Ibid.,l,4.14-I7.
43- Ibid., l30-4-
44· Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 484; Brakke, The Gnostics, 73.

Cf. Just. Mart.I Apol. 28, 2 Apol. 8, on which, see Buell, Why This New 
Race? 79. 

45. On the doxological parallels, see Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos,"
217-22; idem, "Sethian Baptismal Rite," 97 1.

46. Allogenes NHC XI,3.52.26-27.
47. Ibid., 64.q-25.
48. Scopello (BCNH) translates 6CK0T6 i:i1-toq sp(oc] as "elle (sc. l'etendue)

le tourne vers [elle]." Turner (p. I78 in the same volume) suggests instead: "it 
(i.e., the boundlessness) turns him (i.e., the traverser) to [it] (i.e., the Invis
ible Spirit)." 

49. Funk and Scopello (BCNH) restore and translate as follows : i:t[T]6m,i
O)CDne ("et [de sorte] que celui-ci devienne salut"). Turner (p. 178 in the same 
volume) suggests instead: 1:1[ep]e;�:i O)CDTT6 ("he was becoming salvation"). 

50. Allogenes NHC Xl,3.49.7-l8.
51. Ibid., 50.34-36.
52. Ibid., 3.51.28-35; see also ibid., 58.7-I9; on the thrice male as "the

thought of those who exist together, the Perfect Child," see ibid., 46.17-22; 
5I.32.37, 56.13-q; 58.12-15. In his editio princeps, Turner considers that a 
dissociation of the Triple Powered with Geradamas and Autogenes signifies 
a "de-mythologization" of the text from Zost. and Steles Seth, which ties the

figures together; yet the significance of the Thrice-Male Child is magnified in
Allogenes, as he notes in a later edition (Turner, "Allogenes: Notes," 246-47, 
on Ste/es Seth NHC VIl,5.120.29, r.2.r.8-9; Zost. NHC VIII,1.I3.7-9, 30.4-
14; "Introduction: Allogenes," 85-86). 

53. Pearson, "Gnosticism as Platonism," 59; Stroumsa, Another Seed,
173; Rasimus, "Porphyry and the Gnostics," rn6 n. 98. More hesitant are 
Reeves, Heralds, 122; Brakke, The Gnostics, So. 

54. As opposed to the character Allogenes in TC 60:13-19, who either is
Jesus or quotes him when he says to Satan, "get behind me, Satan!" (regard
ing Matt 4:rn, Luke 4:I3). 

55. Steles Seth NHC VIl,5.n8.r2-13; n9.6-IO. All translations of Ste
Les Seth are those of Robinson and Goehring (CGL), modified. On Adam as 
light, Goehring recalls Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.61.n = III,2.49.8 ("Notes: The 
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Three Steles of Seth," 389; see further Bohlig and Wisse, "Commentary: The 
Gospel of the Egyptians," 177; Unt. 230.23-24). 

56. Steles Seth NHC VII,5.120.1-15.
57. Ibid. NHC VII,5.n9.32-34: "the perceptible world too knows you, 

thanks to you and your seed (arropa)." 
58. Ibid., NHC VIl,5.120.18-36.
59. Seth praises the Barbelo thus: "salvation has come to us; from you

comes salvation. You are wisdom, you are knowledge, you are truthful
ness. Life exists on account of you; from you is life" (Ste/es Seth NHC 
VIl,5.123.15-19). He says that "you are he who will not be saved, nor have 
been saved, by them" (ibid., NHC VII,5.125.19-2r; cf. Allogenes NHC 
XI,3.50.34-36). See also Ste/es Seth NHC VIl,5.121.12-14; 127; M.A. Wil
liams, Immovable Race, 63. 

60. Steles Seth NHC VII,5.n8.16-18.
61. On the Ste/es as a liturgical text, see Schenke, "Phenomenon," 601-

2; Goehring, "Introduction: The Three Ste/es of Seth," 380-82; Turner, 
Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 122. On the identification 
with Adam, see M.A. Williams, Immovable Race, 62-67, 175. 

62. Thus Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 153-54; Turner, "Introduction:
Allogenes," 83 n. 61. 

63. Marsanes and Melchizedek are too fragmentary to draw any firm
conclusions, but certain ly compatible with this model. Marsanes does 
not mention Adam or Seth in the extant text. Pearson speculates that 
the prophet Marsanes is an incarnation of Seth (Pearson, "Introduction: 
Marsanes," 242-43; idem, "Gnosticism as Platonism," 59, pace Turner, 
"Introduction: Marsanes," 48, 243-44). It is not clear whether the line 
"he saved a multitude" refers to Marsanes himself (favored by Pearson) or 
the Autogenes (Mars. X,I.6.16; Pearson, "Notes: Marsanes," 266; Poirier, 
"Commentaire: Marsanes," 390). Melchizedek, however, does presume 
an ethnically circumscribed model of salvation (NHC IX,I.5.19-20, 6.17; 
see Pearson, "Notes: Melchizedek," 53), and it is possible that the high 
priest is an incarnation of Seth (cf. Pearson, noting the tradition in the 
long recension of 2 En. ch. 72, of a series of miraculously born Melchize
deks). However, Vaillant sees this as a Christian interpolation (Le livre des 
Secrets, xi-xiii, pace Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 500; idem, "Introduction: 
Melchizedek," 30). The figure of the "Setheus" in Unt., if related to Seth, 
is unrecognizable (230, 233-35, 238-39, 340.23, 341); Brakke, "Body as/ 
at the Boundary," esp. 206, seems to favor Bayne's suggestion that the fig
ure expresses celestial movement (but cf. LSJ, s.v. 1592a, "a�0w," "to sift, 
bolt"). 

64. Similarly Epiphanius's Sethians, who trace their ancestry to Seth (who
reincarnates in history as a savior) and read books titled "Foreigners" (Pan. 
39.I.3, 39-3-1, 39.3.5, 39.5.1). 

65. Hipp. Haer. 10.29.1-2, tr. Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 123;
see also Klijn and Reinink, Patristic Evidence, 64-65; Stroumsa, Another 
Seed, 76, 88. 
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66. Epiph. Pan. 30.3.4-5, 53.:r:.8 (Williams); Ps.-Clem. Recogn. 2.22.-4-
For a survey of this and more material with analysis, see Burns, "Jesus' Rein
carnations Revisited"; cf. H. Jackson, "See Nikotheos," 267-68. 

67. See below, Chapter 7, n. 17.
68. Studies of ethnic language in Gnosticism in general, not just Sethian

ism, are sorely lacking (thus Buell, "Rethinking the Relevance of Race," 474, 
recalling M. A. Williams, Immovable Race; see also Fallon, "Undominated 
Race"). 

69. J. Hall, Ethnic Identity, 35; cf. Buell, "Rethinking the Relevance of
Race," 450 n''. ·3 (but acknowledging Hall at 456 n. 20; Buell, "Race and Uni
versalism," 433). 

70. Pel' J. Hall, Ethnic Identity, 2, 36: "An ethnic group should be defined
as a social collectivity whose members are united by their subscription to 
a putative belief in shared descent and to an association with a primordial 
homeland." See also ibid., 19-32; Buell, "Race and Universalism," 441-44. 
Cf. Buell's caution that this definition implies an identity too "fixed," cen
tered on biological descent (Making Christians, 105; eadem, "Race and Uni
versalism," 441 n. 32). 

71. Eadem, Why This New Race? 9.
72. Diogn. LI: the author will explain "why this new race or prac

tice has come to life at this time." See also Aristid. Ath. Apo/. 17 (Syr.) 
17; Clem. Al. Strom. 6.13.106.4-107.1; Orig. Cels. 8.43. Other epithets 
include I Pet 2;9-10 (uµEi<; OE yevo<; EKAEKiov); Athenag. Leg. I.1-3; Acts 
Andr. ch. 18 (Cod. Vat. 808); Just. Mart. 1 Apo!. 14 (on which, see Buell, 
"Rethinking the Relevance of Race," 464-65; cf. J. Lieu, "Race of the 
God-Fearers," 490 n. 23). For discussion, see Harnack, Mission and 
Expansion, 1:305-22, 340-51; M. A. Williams, Immovable Race, 183; 
J. Lieu, "Race of the God-Fearers," 48 8-89; eadem, Christian Identity,
259-63; Buell, "Rethinking the Relevance of Race," 456; eadem, "Race
and Universalism," 450; eadem, Why This New Race?; J. Perkins, Roman
Imperial Identities, 28-31.

73. Aristid. Ath. Apol. 2.1 (Greek); Pre. Pet. ap. Clem. Al. Strom.
6.5.41.4-7, 42.2, 6.13 .106.4-107.r. The source of inspiration is likely 1 Cor 
10:32. On these passages, see Harnack, Mission and Expansion, 1:336-52; 
J. Lieu, "Race of the God-Fearers," 489; eadem, Christian Identity, 260-
64; Buell, "Rethinking the Relevance of Race," 461; eadem, Why This New
Race? 66. See also Gos. Phil. NHC II,3.75.3I. ln still other texts, Christians
are a "fourth race"; see Aristid. Ath. Apo!. 2.1 (Syriac); Clem. Al. Exe. 28,
pp. n8-20 (Sagnard) and commentary ad Joe. Cf. the four races in Orig.
World NHC Il,5.125.3, on which see Fallon, "Undominated Race," 285;
Stroumsa, Another Seed, 104.

74. Mart. Pol. 3.2; also 14.1, 17.1; see J. Lieu, "Race of the God-Fearers,"
485, followed by Buell, Why This New Race? 52. See also Ter. Scarp. 10.10; 

idem, Nat. :r:.8; J. Lieu, "Race of the God-Fearers," 491; Buell, Why This 
New Race? 155-57. 

75. Aristid. Ath. Apo!. ch. 15.1 (Greek), 2.4 (Syriac).
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76. See Buell, "Race and Universalism," 448, on Clem. Al. Protr. 1.6.4-
6.5 (Mondesert); thus also Justin on Christians produced by the A6yoi; even 
before Christ (2 Apo[. 8, 13). 

77. Tri. Tract. NHC l,5.109.24; See Attridge and Pagels, "Notes: The
Tripartite Tractate," 421; Buell, Why This New Race? 118. Interestingly, 
the Tri. Tract.'s quotation of Gal 3:28 (NHC I,5.132.23-24) omits "neither 
Greek nor Jew" and does not incorporate the earlier discussion of the earthly 
races into its exegesis. 

78. J. Lieu, "Race of the God-Fearers," 491; M.A. Williams, Immovable
Race, 183 n. 31; Buell, "Rethinking the Relevance of Race," 459; 

79. Buell, "Rethinking the Relevance of Race," 461.
80. Similarly, see Schott, "'Living like a Christian'," 263.
81. See further Burns, "Sethian Crowns, Sethian Martyrs?"
82. Buell, Why This New Race? 139; see also ibid, 84.
83. Ir. Haer. 1.6.1-4; Clem. Al. Strom. 2.3.10.2, 2.20.n5, 4.13.89.4 (Val

entinus and Basilides); Orig. Prine. 3.4; for discussion, see Schottroff, "Ani
mae naturaliter salvandae," esp. 86; Buell, Why This New Race? 121; Kal
ligas, "Plotinus Against the Gnostics," 126-27; Plese, "Gnostic Literature," 
190 (on Valentinians); Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 56-59 (despite n. 6). 

84. For fate vs. providence, see Plot. Enn.3.3 [48] 5.
85. Ibid., 2.9 [33] 16.9-15.
86. "Then, another point, what piety is there in denying that providence

extends to this world and to anything and everything? And how are they 
consistent with themselves in this denial? For they say that God does care 
providentially for them, and them alone {Xeyovm yap auTwv npovm:1v av 
µ6vwv)" (ibid., 16.15-17). 

87. "Providential care is much more of wholes than of parts (noAu yap
µaUov TWV oAwv � ,wv µepwv � np6vota), and the participation in God of that 
universal Soul, too, is much greater" (ibid., 16.30-31; see also 3 .2 [47] 3). 

88. Ibid., 2.9 [33] 9.44, 51-58.
89. Similarly, see Mazur, "Plotinus' Philosophical Opposition," 103; King,

Secret Revelation of John, 202-3. 
90. Elsas, Neuplatonische und gnostische Weltablehnung, 244-45. Cf.

Zandee, who suggests that Plotinus's concern is temporal: rather than being 
planned before the world's creation (as in Christianity), providence mani
fests for him as the eternal creative activity of God (Terminology of Plotinus, 
30-31). Plotinus certainly would have objected to Christian thought about
creatio providentiae, and temporality was an issue, but Zandee is afield from
the evidence.

91. M. A. Williams, Immovable Race, 165, 172; idem, "Sethianism,"
58-59. For similar dynamics in the primitive church, see Buell, "Rethink
ing the Relevance of Race," 466-73; eadem, "Race and Universalism," 445.

92. For a detailed review of this passage, see above, Chapters 1 ("Against
the Gnostic Cosmos") and 3 {"How to Read a Story"). 

93. Ap.JohnNHC II,1-4-31-32 = BG 27.10; NHC Il,r.5.4 = BG 27.18; BG 
28.4; NHC II,r.5.16 = BG 28.10; NHC II,1.6.5; [NHC Il,r.6.22] = BG 30.14; 
NHC Il,r.6.31 = BG 31.3; NHC II,1.14.20 (not in short version). Various 
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Coptic expressions are used to express the terminology of "first thought"; 
for a thorough survey, see Onuki, "Dreifache Pronoia." Mention of provi
dence controlling the sublunary realm at the behest of the archons later in 
the treatise certainly refers to a "secondary" 1tp6vo1a roughly equivalent to 
Middle Platonic Fate, whose activity is not always benign (NHC Il,r.r2.17 
= BG 43.12; NHC II,r.r5.r5 = BG 49.r6; NHC II,r.28.II-32 = BG 72..2-12; 
see M. A. Williams, "Higher Providence"). 

94. Zost. NHC VIII,1.20.4-18, 58.20, 58.20, 82.7, 9r.r4, r24.3; Allo
genes NHC XI,3.48.9-r3, 53.26, 64.35. See further Brankaer, "Terminolo
gie et represeritations philosophiques," esp. 813; Mazur, "Self-Manifestation 
and 'Primary Revelation'"; idem, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 
i.59-68; Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 533-34. On first thought as 
the hypernoetic mystical faculty of God (and the contemplative seeker), see 
Mazur, "Self-Manifestation and 'Primary Revelation,'" 4; idem, "Platoniz
ing Sethian Gnostic Background," 22r-2.2.; Burns, "Apophatic Strategies," 
166-75.

95. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.II.12, r2.5, 27.5-9.
96.Zost. NHC VIII,1.25.6-r6, following the syntax of BFP by starting a

new sentence; LS continues the sentence here. 
97. Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 537. See also idem, "Introduc

tion: Marsanes,'' 229; idem, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 
534; Zost. NHC VIII,1.19.rn, 19.16, 22.14, 48.2. For species and genus, 
see also Zost. NHC VIII,1.19.1-3: "perfect, those things which exist with 
respect to species (dooc;) and genus (ytvoc;), and universal (nTHpq) and [indi
vidual] difference (01aq,opa µEp1K6v)." See also Zost. NHC VIII,r.2.16. Use 
of this terminology hardly proves Zostrianos's dependence on Porphyry, 
pace Majercik, "Porphyry and Gnosticism,'' 2.83-84. Plot. Enn. 6.r-3 [42-
44] is evidence enough that these terms circulated in later Platonic circles
before Porphyry.

98. E.g., Plat. Soph. 267d; for discussion, see Philip, "Platonic Diairesis."
Galen's discussion of sorting out the types of diseases also employs this ter
minology; his handbooks may have influenced Clement's discussion of logic 
in Strom. VIII (Havdra, "Galenus Christianus?" esp. 356). On this point I 
am indebted to discussion with Riccardo Chiaradonna. 

99. Porph. Isag. 7.r6-19, tr. Sorabji, Philosophy of the Commentators,
3;l65-69. 

100. Follows BFP: n>..10[c 1'1]K1>.T1>.0y[i,.] t;iT6N.ln1>.NT€Xt99 [inQJo]on [ll>.8H 1'1],
"individualites parfaits, issues des totalement parfaits [ qui sont anterieurs 
aux]." Cf. LS: TeXto[c Nt]K1>.T1>. oy[i,.] �Ta Ntnl>.NT€X199 [ .. Q)o]on, "[the] indi
viduals of the all-perfect ones [exist]." Turner (BCNH) translates the passage 
as "the Self-generated aeons are four perfect instances of the all-perfect ones 
[that exist before] the [perfect individuals]." 

IOl. Zost. NHC VIII,1.18.n-17. 
102. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.22.4-9; see Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos,''

531-32.
103. Zost. NHC VIIl,1.23.6-17. See also the discussion of Turner, "Intro

duction: Marsanes," 51-53. 
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104. "It is there (the Kalyptos) that all the living beings that exist indi
vidually (are) all joined together (20Tn et0YNA)" (Zost. NHC VIII,1.n7.1-4; 
see also 20.10, n6.1-5, 117.21, II9.1). 

105. Ibid., 127.3-14.
106. Ste/es Seth NHC VII,5.12r.r-5; also ibid., 124.7-13.
107. Allogenes NHC XI,3.45.36-37, 48.9-13.
108. In CGL, Turner fills the lacuna with [nANTeM1oc s]TeAett, "[all-per

fect ones who] are before the perfect ones." In his 2004 translation (BCNH), 
he offers instead koysn.lt.aJK s)TeAett, "the [supra-perfect who] are before" 
so that Allogenes "would have praised the contents of all three levels of the 
Barbelo Aeon in ascending order, the 'perfect individuals' in Autogenes, the 
'all-perfect ones' who are united in Protophanes, and (perhaps) the 'supra
perfect ones' in Kalyptos" ("Introduction: Allogenes," 19). Funk leaves the 
lacuna blank in the BCNH edition, but Scopello (BCNH) gives the transla
tion, "Jes [Touts qui] precedent les par[faits]," presumably working from the 
text of Funk and Poirier, Concordance: m[nTttpij ON s]TeAett. 

109. Allogenes NHC XI, 3.55.12-16.
IIO. Ibid., 5r.28-35 ; Prod. El. Theo. prop. 170 (Elements, Dodds)

and Mars. NHC X, r. 3.21-22 are recalled by Turner, "Allogenes: Notes," 
254. 

III. Allogenes NHC Xl,3.56. 13-14, 46.17-22; Turner, "Introduction:
Allogenes/ 85; Zost. NHC VIII,r.4r.9-19: "divine Autogenes [ . .. ] And 
the divine [Autogenes] [is] [ ... ] of the [perfect] Thrice-Male Child. [And] 
this male (being) is [ ... ] and species (doo<;), perfect [ . . . ], since it does not 
have [ . . . ] through [unique] knowledge (yvwm<;), like that one. [And] it is a 
[measure] of the individuals; it is [a) unique knowledge of the individuals." 
Here I follow some, but not all, of the restorations of BFP. 

II2, On Kalyptos as the final unifier of particulars, see Turner, "Intro
duction: Allogenes," 75, 78; idem, "Platonizing Sethian Treatises," 143 
n. 36; idem, " Commentary: Zostrianos," 632, recalling Plot. Enn. 5.9

[5] 6. (One could add Enn. 5.5 [32] 9.29; 6.7 [ 38] 2.9-II; 6.7 [38] 13;
3.2 [47] r.27.) For souls distinct but not separate in the Protophanes, see
Allogenes NHC XI,3.5r.19-24; Plot. Enn. 6.4 [22] 14.1-4. On the unify
ing activity of the Numenian "second Intellect," see frgs. 16, 20-22 (des
Places); Chald. Or. frg. 8 (Majercik); Turner, "Introduction: Allogenes,"
80.

II3. Cf. Plotinus's notion of providence operating in the intelligible 
realm-e.g., Enn. 6.8 [39] 17.9; 5.1 [10] 6.28, 5.3 [49) 12.39-44. Providence 
is not reasoned out (Enn. 2.2 [ 14] 2.28; 3.2 (47] 3.4-5) or planned (ibid., 6.7 
[38] r.28-35; see Schroeder, "Aseity," 309). Rather, Intellect and the One are
beyond providence and determinism (Enn. 6.8 [39] 17.7-10).

II4. See below, Chapter 5, "Left Behind." 
n5. Platonists placed individual action under the limited governance of 

fate as distinct from providence, attempting to leave more room for human 
freedom (Plut. Fae. 9.a.7a ; Plot. Enn. 4.8 [6) 2.27; 3.3 [48] 4; Sallust. Deis 9 
[Nock)). 

n6. Cf. Logan, The Gnostics, 49. 
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n7. Thus Senec. Prov. 5.7-8; idem, Ep. 95.50 (on which, see Sharples, 
"Nemesius of Emesa," u4-15). Even if evils sometimes befall individu
als, it is for the benefit of the whole: Chrysippus, ap. Diog. Laer. 7.138-39 
= SVF 2.634. = Long and Sedley, Hellenistic Philosophers, 470; Cic. Nat. 
d. 2.n5 = SVF 2.102I = Long and Sedley, Hellenistic Philosophers, 54A;
Senec. Prov. I.5-6; Marc. Aur. 2.3, 5.8, 6-43-44, 10.6. For discussion, see
Sharples, "Alexander of Aphrodisias, De Fato," 243; idem, "Nemesius of
Emesa," uo; Dragona-Monachou, "Divine Providence," 4424-36. This
view was hardly ubiquitous among Stoics (cf. Cic. Nat. d. 2.165-67, 3.86;
Plut. Stoic. Rep. 1051b = SVF 2.1178). Many early Christian thinkers, mean
while, asserted God's direct, providential supervision over human affairs and
especially salvation (1 Clem. 24.5; Min. Fel. Oct. 10.5; Clem. Alex. Strom.
r.11.52.3, r.17.85.5; Orig. Prine. r.2.9, x.6.2, 2.1.1; idem, Cels. 6.71, 8.70).

n8. See Denzey Lewis, Cosmology and Fate.
n9. Hipp. Haer. I0.29.3. This point will be revisited below, in Chapter 7,

"Rethinking Sethian Tradition." 
120. Plat. Tim. 4m; Pol. 272e; esp. Leg. X 903b-904b. For further refer

ences (and reception in Middle Platonism), see Pease's commentary ad loc. in 
Cic. Nat d. p. 973. 

I2I. Porph. Christ. frgs. rn6, u2 (Berchman) = frgs. 82, 8I (Harnack); 
Meredith, "Porphyry and Julian," u34-35; Hargis, Against the Christians, 
75. See also Arn. Adv. nat. 2.63-65, cit. Courcelle, "Anti-Christian Argu
ments," 155; Jul. Gal. rn6d-e; Hargis, Against the Christians, 124; Frede,
"Celsus' Attack," 237.

122. Armstrong, "Plotinus and Christianity," 84; idem, "Man in the Cos
mos," 6, 10; cf. Osborn, Irenaeus, 61-63; Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 
76, both reading Plotinus's criticism as only applying to Gnostic Christianity. 

123. E.g., Rom 9-n; 2 Cor 5:I5. 

CHAPTER 5 

I. Ale. Epit. 3.1, 3.4 (Whittaker); further, see Dillon, "Commentary: The
Handbook of Platonism," 57-58. 

2. On "eschatology," see Nickelsburg, "Eschatology (Early Jewish)"; S.
Cook, "Eschatology of the Old Testament"; Aune, "Early Christian Escha
tology." For a Forschungsbericht, see Collins, "Apocalyptic Eschatology," 
75-84.

3. Stone, "Apocalyptic Literature," 393; Collins, "Apocalyptic Eschatol
ogy," esp. 91; r En. 10:9-21, 22; 2 En. 10; 4 Ezra 7:32-44, 7:75-87; .z Bar. 
23, 30, 50.2-4; Apoc. Peter (Eth.) 3; Apoc. Zeph. 2.1-10; Apoc. Ab. 2I; T. 
Ab. 13-14; Apoc. Peter NHC VIl,3.75.2I-22, 76.18-23, 38.23-24, I9.17. 
For "cosmic" vs. "personal" eschatology, see Collins, "Morphology," 17-18; 
Allison, "Eschatology of the New Testament," 298-99; S. Cook, "Escha
tology of the Old Testament," 300, 306. Cf. Aune, who is reluctant to use 
the term for individuals ("Early Christian Eschatology," 594), and Rowland, 
who sees the term's use as so diverse as to preclude usefulness (Open Heaven; 
esp. I4, 70-72; idem, "Apocalyptic: The Disclosure," 780). 
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4. For Gnostic eschatology, see Peel, "Gnostic Eschatology," 156ff; see
also Kippenberg, "Vergleich jiidischer, christlicher, und gnostischer Apo
kalyptik," 751; Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy, 301; Attridge, 
"Valentinian and Sethian Apocalyptic Traditions." 

5. Plot. Enn. 2.9 and Unt. are discussed in the following; Marsanes men
tions the Sojourn and Repentance aeons in passing (Mars. NHC X,1-3-17; 
Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," n-14). The Egyptian Gospel hyposta
tizes Sophia's personal Repentance into a single aeon that catalyzes Sethian 
salvation history (NHC 111,2.59.9-23, discussed below}. This terminology 
is absent from Apoc. Adam, Ste/es Seth, and Allogenes, but one would not 
expect to find it in these treatises, since they do not address the postmortem 
fate of the soul. 

6. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 6.1-3.
7. Unt. 263.16-23; see C. Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 61-62; Tardieu,

"Les gnostiques," 527-28 n. 60; Edwards , "Porphyry's 'Cave,"' 98; Turner, 
Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 570. 

8. Zost. NHC VIII,1.8-9.
9. As in BFP; LS leaves the lacuna blank.
IO. Zost. NHC VIII,1.12.2-17.
II. Macrob. Comm. somn. Seip. 1.11.7. Also see Prod., Comm. Tim.

1.147.6-9, 2.48.17-21 (Diehl), Simpl. Comm. cael. 7.379.2.9, 512.18 (Hei
berg). Cf. Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 572 (iden
tifying the "aetherial earth" as the atmosphere). An "aetherial earth" is also 
mentioned at Gos. Eg. NHC III,2.50.10. Plotinus says that the Gnostics iden
tify a "new earth" as the "rational form of the world" (Myov K6aµou-Enn. 
2.9 {33] 5.26-27; Unt. 249 [Schmidt and MacDermotl); cf. Enn. 2.9 [33] 
II.n-12; 6.7 (38] 11. References to the "aetherial earth" were mistakenly 
confused with Plotinus's "new earth" (aetherial, material vs. eschatologi
cal, intelligible) by Pepin, "Theories of Procession," 314; Wallis, "Soul and 
Nous," 462; Stroumsa, Another Seed, 126; cf. also C. Schmidt, Plotins Stel
lung, 61-62; Bousset, Hauptprobleme, 189-92; Puech, "Plotin et les gnos
tiques," 168; Tardieu, "Les gnostiques," 527-28 n. 60; Turner, "Introduc
tion: Zostrianos," 146. See further below, "Left Behind." 

12. Zost. NHC VIII,1.11.2-9: "And the impressions (ci.v-rlnmoi;) of the 
aeons exist as follows: While they did not obtain a form (t:l6fo) of (even) a 
single power, they did, however, possess eternal glories. And places of judg
ment of each and every one of the powers exist." 

I3. See Sieber's note ad loc. (LS) at Zos. NHC VIIl,1.5.24-25; LS] 1342a. 
14. Abramowski, "Nag Hammadi 8,1 'Zostrianos,'" 3.
15. Plut. Gen. Socr. 591b; idem, Fae. 943d (on which, see Stettner, Seel

enwanderung, 57; Dieterich, Nekyia, 145); Porph. frg. 383 (Smith) = Stob. 
1.49.61 (Wachsmuth and Hense; see also 6:2.330-34); lamb. Vit. Pyth. 
18.82; Lyd. Mens. 167.21 (Wuensch), cit. Finamore and Dillon, "De anima 
Commentary," 202. Further in general, see Dorrie and Baltes, 6:2.333. For 
Numenius (and Produs's rejoinder), see lamb. An. 26 (Finamore and Dillon); 
Prod. Comm. Remp. 2:128.3-140.25 (Kroll); Dillon, Middle Platonists, 97 
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n. 2, 178, 375; Lamberton, Homer, 68; Finamore and Dillon, "De anima
Commentary," r9I.

16. Cf. Clement's description of punishment as education; <HOT�p101 Kai
rcatoeunKai ai KOAacre1c; Tou 0eou (Strom. 6.6.46.3 [Stahlin], per Solmsen, 
"Providence and the Souls," 366 n. 55). 

17. LS reconstructs this as r-[ ... ]1>. NT€ m1>.tIDN Q[ ... ] N.6"1 oy.x.IDKH [ ... ]
6. BFP reconstructs it as K[ ... ]1>. NT€ m1>.1IDN q[Cl)oon HM1>.y] N6"1 oy.x.coKH
[Hrt€1PHT ]6.

18. BFP reconstructs this as [Nt<l>yc]1c. LS reconstructs it as [Ntrnroc]1c.
19. Zost. NHC VIIl,I.2 4.21-25.8
20. Zost. NHC VIIl,I.27.13-19. As in BFP. The phrase at the end, "those

who follow the ways of others," could also be, "because they follow the ways 
of others.'; 

2I. Zost. NHC Vlll,I.27.21-28.10: "Second (oe), as for those who [stand 
upon] the Repentance, namely, that one who did not [doubt] sin, knowl
edge is enough [for them], being new. [ ... ] And he has [ . .. ] difference(s) 
(01mpopa). While some have sinned with others [ ... ], they repented with 
others, [ ... ], on their own. For [ ... ] species (elooc;) which exist [ ... ]. As 
for those who have committed all sins and repented, either they are parts 
(µEp0<;), or they desired, on their own, (to repent?). Therefore, their aeons are 
six, According to the place that has come to each of them.'' See also Turner, 
"Commentary: Zostrianos," 542-43. 

22. Zost. NHC VIIl,1.28.10-22.
2 3. Ibid., 2.7.2-14: "while those who are totally [perished (T1>.1<HoyT)]

possess four [species (dooc;)J, those who [are in] time (xpovoc;) are nine 
in number. Each one has its own species, custom {Tron); thefr likenesses 
(em6) differ, being separate, and they stand upright. Other souls, immor
tal, join together in dwelling with all the(se) souls, because of [Sophia] 
who gazed below; for the species of souls immortal souls are three in 
number." 

24. Cf. Sieber, "Notes: Zostrianos," rn6, recalling Apoc. Peter NHC
VII,3.83.31-yet the latter passage does not refer to reincarnation. Turner 
identifies this type as "materialistic persons with dead souls" who will 
undergo reincarnation ("Commentary: Zostrianos," 55 4). 

25. LS reconstructs this as Cl)OPTI 1>.>..>..b.. 6y(oy]ezii tiz[oy]o [A]€ eyO)oon
eye6BtHo[e], "first, but they are safe and exist very humbly." BFP reconstructs 
as O)OPIJ 1>.>..>..1>. 1>.y[oy]ezM N[oy]o t;i6 syO)oon 6yeesn-m[yT], "initialement, mais 
le [salut] est [plus grand] lorsqu'on est de condition inferieure." 

26. Zost. NHC VIII,1.42.rn-26, leaving the end of the passage unre
stored (with LS). BFP restores it as Z6tt.X.tHKMZ> N[e Byn,K]HQ[YT] Z6N e10T[8) 
NT€[Z6NNL<1>. tizy)>..1KON. Z€N�[6MO)N N€ 6p6]ntKcp�t oy[mM HMMOY ... ] ,  "(Ce 
sont] des souffrances [de perdition], des pere[s) des [choses hy]liques, [ce 
sont] ses d[emons que] le feu [consume.]" 

1.7. Zost. NHC VIIl,1.43.1-12· In regard to "daimones," LS (pp. rn6-7) 
mentions that "some Middle Platonic writers" consider that there are three 
kinds of daimones: incarnate souls, disincarnate souls, and souls of the dead. 
Cf. Zost. NHC VIII,1.27.9-20. 
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28. These individuals seem to commit no g_reat sin, despite 27.14-2r, and
they are still able to seek (Turner, "Commentary; Zostrianos," 555). 

29. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.43.r3-r9. For "(being) obstacles," BFP has �[po]n.
LS has �[mp]n; the translation "those who stumble" is equally likely. 

30. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.43 .19-27.
3r. BFP translates as "realites."
32. BFP translates as "mais (lui les a) plut6t (connues) par [la] parole."
33. BFP reconstructs this as 1>..4.x,1 Mnoy61[Ne].
34. BFP reconstructs this as 0)1>..4q;1wne 6NT[oq ne] Nl>..t THpoy.
35. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.44.r-22. The context of the passage-the sote

riological grades of the various types of souls-is certainly different than 
the Porphyrian passages about saving the self through Intellect adduced by 
Majercik as evidence of Zostrianos's dependence on Porphyry ("Porphyry 
and Gnosticism," 282). 

36. Zost. NHC VIII,r.45.1-9.
37. Cf. Turner, who recalls the four kinds of souls in Plato's Phaedo

rr3d-114c, the nine kinds of mortal life in Phaedrus 248c-e, and the cur
able and incurable sins of Gorgias 252a-b, which would refer to sinners 
who "repent" and those who "perish," respectively (Turner, Sethian Gnos
ticism and the Platonic Tradition, 602-3; "Commentary: Zostrianos," 
540-41, also on Prod. Comm. Tim. 1.147.27-148.r6). Yet none of the
souls in Phaedo rr3d-rr4c perish forever. One kind winds up in Tartaros
for good, but it is not destroyed; the other three kinds are reincarnated.
Similarly, the nine lives in the Phaedrus include the philosopher-king who,
like the fourth, philosophical soul in the Phaedo, will transcend reincar
nation and bodily existence; however, Zostrianos's nine types of temporal
existence (z7.2-7) are all subcategories of destructible, not "immortal,"
souls.

38. Turner rightly identifies the fifth type of humanity with the self-gener
ated souls from 28.ro-30 ("Commentary; Zostrianos," 555-56). The phrase 
"finds itself" means, as he argues, that they live like philosophers. Like Zos
trianos, they are divinized by a fifth baptism in the Autogenes (Zost. NHC 
VIII,r.53.r5-24). 

39. Turner, "Commentary; Zostrianos," 554. Ap. John is occasionally
cited as universalist, but it also mentions people who undergo eternal pun
ishment (pace Couliano, Tree of Gnosis, ro3, regarding Ap. John NHC 
II,r.26.13-27.30). It is worth adding here that the text also refers to meten
somatosis {Couliano, Tree of Gnosis; Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian 
Heresy, 259, 264-55, regarding NHC II,r.26.22-p = BG 67.r9-68.13). 

40. Zost. NHC VIII,r.128.13-14, 130.21-132.5; Allogenes NHC
Xl,3.64.14-25; Mars. NHC X,r.r.14-25, ro.13-18, 40.2-23, discussed 
below, in this chapter. 

41. Perhaps the place of rest "given to Sophia, in exchange for her repen
tance (µetavoia)" (Zost. NHC VIII,r.ro.9), as suggested by Turner (Sethian 
Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 565; "Introduction: Marsanes," n4-
15). See also Pistis Sophia, where Jesus reports how the fallen wisdom has 
committed twelve "transgressions" against the twelve aeons and so recited 
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twelve "repentances" that are of a hymnic character (chs. 32-57). Finally 
(57), she recites a thirteenth repentance for the thirteenth aeon (Barbelo). 

42. The topos is "the designation of the Christian self as a stranger,
sojourner, foreigner, and/or resident alien in order to communicate varying 
forms of Christian alterity" (Dunning, Aliens and So;ourners, 1). 

43. As Scopello notes, "Titres au'femin," 133; for a survey, see Feldman,
"Concept of Exile in Josephus," 145; Gaertner, "Discourse of Displacement" 
(in the Greek texts he cites, napolKTjotc; is never used; "exile" is q>uy�). 

44. Marc. Aur. 4.2.9; generally, see Dunning, Aliens and Sojourners,
25-40.

45. Marc. Aur. 4.3 (the proper frame for Plotinus's and Porphyry's
remarks); for Philo, see Con(. ch. 77-81, regarding Gen 23:4, 47:9; Congr. 
20-24; Agr. 64-65; see Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 123-24; Feldmeier, "The
'Nation' of Strangers," 250-51; Dunning, Aliens and Sojourners, 44-46. For
Plotinus and Porphyry, see Plot. Enn. 1.6 [1] 8 (notably early and exceptional
in his corpus); Porph. Abst. 1.30.2-4, r.33.5 (Bouffartigue and Patillon),
Marc. 6 (Wicker); cf. Clark, "Translate into Greek," 130; Johnson, "Philoso
phy, Hellenicity, Law," 64, 66.

46. Philo Ahr. 62; Clem. Al. Strom. 1.5.31; Jos. Ant. r.154-157; cit. Dun
ning, Aliens and Sojourners, 48-49. See further Feldmeier, "The 'Nation' of 
Strangers," 247-49. 

47. Van Houten, Stranger in Israelite Law; Cohen, Beginnings of Jew
ishness, 121; Rendtorff, "The Ger in the Priestly Laws," 77. For exile in 
the apocalypses, see VanderKam, "Exile," 109 (on 4 Ezra); Halpern-Amaru, 
"Exile and Return," 140, 140 n. 31 (on Jubilees). 

48. Most famously, Gen 23:4. See also Gen 15:3; Exod 2:22, 18:3; Jer
14:8; Deut 14:21, 23:8; 2 Sam 1:13; Ps 39:13; 1 Chr 19:15; Ps n9:19; and 
see Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 125; Feldmeier, "The 'Nation' of Strangers," 
242; Dunning, Aliens and Sojourners, 42. Other discussions of patriarchs 
and Israel as exile include Gen 17:18, 19:9, 20:1, 21:23, 26:3, 32:5, 35:27, 
37:1, 47:4; Exod 6:4; Ps. 105:12; Wis 19:10. The verb 1ta.po1Kciv also com
monly refers to sojourning in the LXX: Gen 12:10, 28:4, 36:7; Judg 17:8-9; 
Ruth 1:1; Ps. 5:4, 15:1, 61:4; Is. 16:4, 52:4; Jer 2.8:20; Sir 21:28, 29:24, 38:32. 
For the theme of exile as an indication of the elect status of the Qumran com -
munity in the Damascus Document, see Feldmeier, "The <Nation> of Strang
ers," 249-50. 

49. Exod 22.:20, but esp. 23:9; Lev 19:33-34; Deut 23:8. For the ,� as 
legally associated with outsiders such as widows and orphans, see Exod 
22:21, 22:24; Deut 16:n, 16:14, 24:14-21, 26:13, 27:19. For discussion, see 
Levenson, "Universal Horizon," 157-60, Rendtroff, "The Ger in the Priestly 
Laws," 84-86; Cohen, Beginnings of Jewishness, 120-25. Cf. Wis 19:14, On 
Israel's dependence on God during exile, see Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 117. 
Also in early Christian interpretation, see Acts 7:4-6, 7:29, 13:17; Clem. Al. 
Strom. 2.18.88. 

50. Exod 12:49; Jer 51:51; r Esd 44:7-9, 56:34; Jos. Asen. 8:5-8. For the
line of Aaron as "allogeneis," see Exod 29:33; Num 16:40; Lev 22:10. For
eigners and sojourners are expelled in Ps. Sol. 17:31; thus also Phil. Somn. 1. 
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161; Virt. 147; Spec. r.124 (re: Lev 22:10), 4.16; Jos. et. Asen. 4.n (cit. Sco
pello, "Titres au'femin," 1:n). See also Sir 29:23-28 (identifying the 11apo11<0<; 
as �tvoi;). The negative evaluation of exile as associated with foreign idolators 
may be why some second-temple Jewish writers dissociated Abraham from 
the theme. 

5r. Eph 2:19. 
52. Heb n:8-16, esp. 9 (n(an:.1 nap<pKfJCTEV eti; yqv Ti)<; tnayy£:>..iai; wi;

aUoTpiav); see Attridge, Epistle to the Hebrews, 323-31; Dunning, Aliens 
and Sojourners, 47-48. 

53. I Pet 1:1, 2:n; Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 123; Feldmeier, "The 
'Nation' of Strangers," 256; Buell, Why This New Race? 46. On the mipOL1<oi; 
qua EKAEKT6<;, see Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 127. 

54. 2 Clem. 5:5. 
55. See also Ter. Cor. 13 ("you are a foreigner in this world, a citizen of

Jerusalem, the city above"); r Clem. 54:4; Diogn. 5.4-5.9, 6.8; Greer, "Alien 
Citizens," 39; Buell, Why This New Race? 31; Feldmeier, "The 'Nation' of 
Strangers," 265; Dunning, Aliens and Sojourners, 64; J. Perkins, Roman 
Imperial Identities, 31-34. 

56. Clem. AL Strom. 4.26.165.3, responding to Basilides (see below),
3.11.75; idem, Paed. 3.12 (Mondesert). 

57. "I seemed to them like a foreigner" (Odes Sol. 17:6; see also 41:8: "All
those who see me will be amazed, because I am from another race"). See also 
Matt 25:35; Luke 24:18; John 1:10; Scopello, "Titres au'femin," 134. 

58. Orig. Hom. fer. 7.3.4, tr. J. C. Smith.
59. Jonas, Gnostic Religion, 49-51.
60. Apoc. Peter NHC VII,3.83.17.
61. I Apoc. fas. NHC V,3.11.17-18; see Dunning, Aliens and Sojourn-

ers, 99. 
62. Clem. AL Strom. 4.26.165.3, tr. Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 437.
63. CMC 44: "I became like a stranger and a solitary in their midst."
64. ML p. 223 (Lidzbarski, tr. Rudolph in Foerster, Gnosis, 2:243-45),

esp.: "By my illumination and my praise have I kept myself a stranger from 
the world. I have stood among them (the wicked) like a child who has no 
father." 

65. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.69.n-r8; these strangers known as the seed
of men who receive the "life of Gnosis" are probably the i!npov om:pµa of 
Gen 4:25 (Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 489). Certainly they are the offspring 
of Seth (Stroumsa, Another Seed, 83). For their identification with the seed of 
Ham and Japheth later in the text, see NHC V,5.73.16-24: they will "enter 
into another land and sojourn (608tM) with those men who came forth from 
the great eternal knowledge. For the shadow of their power will protect 
those who have sojourned with them from every evil thing and every unclean 
desire." See also NHC V,5.74.21-24; Stroumsa, Another Seed, 85. 

66. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.75.9-76.9.
67. Ibid., 82.25-28.
68. For the inferior seed of Cain and Abel, see Phil. Post. I72-77; Ap.

John. NHC II,1.24.15-3:i:; Klijn, Seth, 26, 30-32 (Samaritans), 82-87 
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("Sethians" known to Ps.-Ter. and Epiph.); Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 48I-
82; Lahe, Gnosis und Judentum, 277-83. For Seth as the father of all, see 
Theoph. Auto!. 2.30.18-;2.o; thus also held the Ophites, ap. lr. Haer. 1.30. 

69. Epiph. Pan. 40.7.1-3. See also M.A. Williams, "Sethianism," 49;
Brankaer and Bethge, Codex Tchacos, 376. 

70. Epiph. Pan. 26.8.r.
71. [Allogenes] TC 60.19-23.
72. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.50.2I = III,2.41.6-7; Zost. NHC VIII,r.128.7.

· 73. See H. Jackson, "Geradamas," esp. 389-91, followed by Logan, Gnostic
Truth and Christian Heresy, 102; Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 65; cf. idem, 
"Introduction: Melchizedek," 37; Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 506. 

74. (Pi)Geradamas is addressed as "my mind" (Steles Seth VII,5.n9.1),
"eye of Autogenes" (Zost. NHC VIII,1.6.23-24), "perfect man, eye of Auto
genes" (Zost. NHC VIII,r.30.4-7), and "man of light, immortal aeon" 
(Melch. NHC IX,r.6.5-6). "His knowledge comprehends divine Autogenes" 
as a "mind of truth" (Zost. NHC VIIl,1.30.4-7). 

75. Steles Seth NHC VII,5.n9.20, 120.20.
76. Abramowski, "Nag Hammadi 8,r 'Zostrianos'," 3, regarding Heb

n:9 and Eph 2:19. 
77. H. Jackson, "Geradamas," 389-90.
78. As in Zost. VIII,1, "I tried their ways (esooye)" (1.22-23); "ways of

others" is related to being a stranger (25.4-5). Cf. 2 Jeu 101.10; Ap. John 
NHC II,1.26.8, 26.19, 27.3 = BG 69.3. 

79. Cf. Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 542.
80. Van Houten, Stranger in Israelite Law, 180-82, and also J. Lieu,

Christian Identity, 120-21. 
81. Cf. Turner, speculating that these souls "are in a position to make the

correct choice for the kind of life they lead in their final incarnation," as do 
souls in Plato's Myth of Er (Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 
567; idem, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 536). 

82. Aug. Civ. dei 13.19 = Porph. frg. 3006F, 301aF (A. Smith) = 6:1.I80.
See further Sorabji, Time, Creation, and the Continuum, 188 n. 68; Majer
cik, Chaldean Oracles p. 20; Dorrie and Baltes, 6:2.383ff. 

83. For further citations and more detailed discussion of these points, see
Burns, "Cosmic Eschatology and Christian Platonism." 

84. These are Pearson's restorations, assuming a corrupt text; Poirier
translates the original: "et le monde intelligible , ii a connu, en distinguant, 
que, de toute maniere, ce monde sensible [est digneJ d'etre preserve tout 
entier" (FP). 

85. Mars. NHC X,r.5.15-28.
86. Ibid., 3.25-4.2. On the demiurgical activity of the Autogenes, see

Allogenes NHC XI,3.51.25-32; Pearson, "Notes: Marsanes," 264; idem, 
"Gnosticism as Platonism," 71; Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic 
Tradition, 577; idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," III-I2. 

87. Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," n5; idem, "Commentary: Zostri
anos," 514-15; Poirier, "Commentaire: Marsanes," 389. Oddly, Poirier here 
refers to the BFP text of Zostrianos, which does not support Turner's point. 
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88. Zost. NHC VIII,1.130.21-132.5.
89. See above, n. n, in this chapter; Unt. p. 249; Abramowski, "Nag

Hammadi 8,1 'Zostrianos,'" 7. On the "new earth," see Rev 21:1-2; 2 Pet 
3:13; Is 16:22; 65:17; 4 Ezra 7:89-101; 2 Bar. 49-52, 72-74. 

90. See Plat. Tim. 4ra ff; more generally, idem, Leg. X 900d ff. For the
sublunary spheres as corruptible and in need of maintenance, see Arist. Cael.

2.3.286a31; idem, Gen. corr. 2.rn.336a24-32; idem, Metaph. L 6.rn72aro, 
cit. Sharples, "Alexander of Aphrodisias on Divine Providence," 200 n. 20; 
Athenag. Leg. 19.3 (Schoedel). For biblical notions of the world's perish
ability, see Ps rn2:25 -27; Is 51:6. For Philo, see Opif 2.10; Runia, Philo of 
Alexandria and the 'Timaeus', 240-41, 153-54; Winston, "Philo's Theory 
of Eternal Creation,'' 599. Among Christians, see Athenag. Res. 18.3; Orig. 
Prine. 1,4,3; idem, Cels. 5.26. 

91. See previous note.
92. Mars. NHC X,I.10.:i:3-18, following the syntax of Poirier, "Com

mentaire: Marsanes," 400, pace Pearson, "Notes: Marsanes," 278. See also 
Mars. NHC X,I.14-25, 40.2-23, 4I.3-5; Poirier, "Commentaire: Marsa
nes," 365-66. 

93. Zost. NHC VIII,1.128.13-14.
94. Allogenes NHC XI,3.64.14-23. The passage goes on to say that this

individual "has judged himself." Regardless of who is doing the judging, the 
point is that the text envisages that some individuals are not saved. 

95. Zost. NHC Vlll,1.9.6-15; Allogenes NHC XI,3.64.21-25; cf. Turner,
"Commentary: Zostrianos," 650; idem, Sethian Gnosticism and the Pla
tonic Tradition, 565-67. 

96. Cf. Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 554.
97. Trim. Prot. NHC Xlll,1.42.1-45.2, 42.19-21. The redactional

relationship of this apocalypse to the rest of the text and Sethian tra
dition is not clear. Turner hy pothesizes that it is a secondary "doctri
nal" addition, drawing on Hellenistic "Nekyia traditions" and added to 
the earlier, aretological strat um of the text ("Introduction: NCH 
XIIl.r*," 376-81). 

98. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.68-70, 75.9-16, 76.17-20; for background
and interpretation, see Stroumsa, Another Seed, 83, rn6; Brakke, "The Seed
of Seth at the Flood," 46-60.. 

·· 

99. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.72.22-27 = III,2.6I.12-15; IV,2.73.27-75.24 =
III,2.63.13-64.9; see also Bohlig and Wisse, "Commentary: The Gospel of 
the Egyptians," 189. 

roo. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.63.3-8 - III, 2.5I.ro-14, tr. Bohlig and Wisse 
(CGL), modified. 

IOI. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 4.14-23. 
rn2. Ibid., 6.58-60 (condemnation of needless yevforn; Kal q,0opa�); see 

also 2.1 [40] 4.29-33. See further above, Chapter 2, "Against the Gnos
tic Cosmos"; C. Schmidt, Plotins Stellung, 68-71; Meijering, "God Cosmos 
History,'' esp. 253-54. 

rn3. Plot. Enn. :i..9 [33] 8.2-5; see also 5.8 [31] 7; 6.7 [38] r.38; 3.2 [47] 
:i..16-21. Plotinus complains further that matter cannot dissolve unless it has 
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something else (i.e., more matter) to dissolve into (ibid., 2.9 [33] 3.7-21 , dis
cussed above, Chapter 2, "Against the Gnostic Cosmos"). 

rn4. For the eternity of the cosmos, see Plat. Tim. 416; Plut. E Delph. 
393; Ale. Epit. 15.2; Corp. herm. 1I.3, 5, 15; Asel. 29, 31; Plot. Enn. 4.4 [28] 
ro.5-7; see also Plot. Enn. 3.7 [45] 3.31-34, 6, 12.13-29; 2.1 [40] 1-2, 4-5. 
As a criticism of Christianity, see Orig. Gels. 4.n, 4.79; cf. Min. Fel. Oct. 
rr.1; J. Cook, Interpretation of the New Testament, 99. 

105. Plat. Pol. 269c ; Tim. 29a; Arist. Cael. I.IO. 28oar2-28oa23; Mac
rob. Comm. somn. Seip. 2.10.9-16, 12.12-16. 

rn6. Orig. Gels. 1.19-20, 4.9, 4.n; Mac. Mag. Apocrit. 4.164. J. Cook, 
Interpretati<;m of the New Testament, 98. 

rn7. Sallust. Deis 7; also also 13. Mac. Mag. Apocrit. 4.158 (Goulet), 
regarding 1 Cor 7:31; for discussion, see J. Cook, Interpretation of the New 
Testament, 2.22, 230 n. 383. 

rn8. I thank John D. Turner for drawing my attention to this problem, in 
conversation and correspondence. 

109. For final judgment, see I En. 1:4, 38; 2 En. 46, 65:5-rn; 2 Bar.
51:1-6, 54:20-22, 83; Apoc. Ab. 29-31; Apoc. Peter (Eth.) 4; Apoc. Elij. 
5:30-35; Rev 20:n-15; I Clem. 23-28; Ter. Marc. 3.24; idem, An. 55; Ps.
Clem. Hom. 3.6.3-5. For surveys (to which I am indebted for many of these 
citations), see May; "Eschatologie 5. Aire Kirche," 300-303; Aune, "Early 
Christian Eschatology," 2:595; Attridge, "Valentinian and Sethian Apoca
lyptic Traditions," 184ff; Yarbro Collins, "New Testament Eschatology"; 
Adams, The Stars Will Fall from Heaven. For cosmic eschatology, see Deut 
32.:22; Matt 5:22, 18:8; Mark 9:43; Rev 20:14, 21:8. For the world's recon
stitution, see Is 65:17, 66:22 (see also Zech 14); 2 Pet 3:5-13; Rev 21; 1 En. 
45:4-5, 91:16; 2 Bar. 32:7, 44; 2 Clem. II; Herm. 3.4; Euseb. Hist. Eccl. 
5.16.18-19 (on the Montanists' New Jerusalem). See also D. Russell, "New 
Heavens and New Earth," 134-2rn. For Chiliasm, see Rev 20:6; Apoc. Elij. 
5=36-9; Ir. Haer. 5.28.3. 

no. Attempts to read Christian eschatology in terms of Greek thought 
include Just. Mart. i: Apo/. 20, 28, 60; 2 Apo[. 7, 9; similarly, Clem. AL 
Strom. 5.r.9. Origen appears to be a trickier case since he affirms the Stoic 
doctrine of a succession of worlds (Prine. 2.3.4-5, 3.5.3), but he elsewhere 
says there will be an end to this succession (Comm. Rom. 6.8.8 [Scheck]; 
Ce/s. 4.w; Hom. fer. 12.5 [Smith]; Hom. Lev. 14.4 [Barkley]). See also May, 
"Eschatologie 5. Alte Kirche," 301-2; Osborn,Justin Martyr, 149-53; Trigg, 
Origen, 2I3. A surprising majority of Gnostic texts at least mention the end 
of the world; for a survey, see Peel, "Gnostic Eschatology," 157-58; Attridge, 
"Valentinian and Sethian Apocalyptic Traditions," 184-85. 

III. Adams, The Stars Will Fall from Heaven, 34-35, 98-99, 256-57,
re: Is 30:26, 60:20, and perhaps 65:17; Zech 14; I En. 45: 4-5; Jub. 1:29, 
4:26; Rom 8:18-25. More generally, see D. Russell, "New Heavens and New 
Earth." 

n2. For Basilides, see Clem. Strom. 4.I65.3 = Layton frg. E (in Gnostic 
Scriptures) = Lohr frg. 12; Orig. Comm. Rom. 5.1.27 = Lohr frg. I7; Pear
son, "Basilides the Gnostic," 18, pace Nautin, "Les fragments de Basilide," 
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394-98. See· also Orig. Comm. Rom. 6.8.8. For Ophites, see Ir. Haer.
1.30.14; Epiph. Pan. 26.10.8; Orig. Cels. 6.33; Ap. John NHC II,1.26.36-
27.1r. For a survey of the extensive Manichaean sources, see Casadio, "Man
ichaean Metempsychosis"; see also Pist. Soph. 283, 381.17-383.n (Schmidt
and MacDermot). Generally, see Hoheisel, "Das friihe Christentum und die 
Seelenwanderung," 42.

n3. See Jennott, «Gospel of Judas," 131-32. 
n4. As J. Perkins writes, the resident alien motif and ethnic reasoning 

helped Christians "hollow out imperial pretensions to power and control. 
They were announcing a new space, a new kingdom outside the contem
porary configurations of power .... Christian spatial discourse contests the 
imperial elite's claims to universal control" (Roman Imperial Identities, 34). 
The readers of the Sethian texts were no exception, and Plotinus reacted 
accordingly, as a Hellene. 

n5. Pace Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 92; see 
also idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," 39. 

n6. Pace Turner, "Introduction; Zostrianos," 50; Idem, "Introduction: 
Allogenes," 29; Plese, "Gnostic Literature," 191; see also Turner, "Introduc
tion: Marsanes," 27, 29-30. Cf. Attridge, "Valentinian and Sethian Apoca
lyptic Traditions," 196: "Texts cast in the form of narratives of 'ascent' expe
riences have less apocalyptic eschatology, as well as less direct connection 
with biblical figures and themes, than the rest of the Sethian tradition." 

n7. Eschatological change was not always concerned with the resurrec
tion of the dead or creating a new earth but sometimes with "the transition 
from one sphere of life to another. Such a transition is vertical rather than 
horizontal, spatial rather than temporal" (Collins, "Apocalyptic Eschatol
ogy," 91). 

n8. As noted by Peel, "Gnostic Eschatology." On the following points, 
see further Burns, "Apocalypses amongst Gnostics." For Gnostic-apoc
alyptic dualism, see Schubert, "Problem und Wesen der jiidischen Gno
sis," 6; Menard, "Litterature apocalyptique juive," 301; Vielhauer and 
Strecker, "Apocalypses," 550; Scopello, "Contes apocalyptiques et apoca
lypses philosophiques," 350; Kippenberg, "Vergleich jiidischer, christlicher, 
und gnostischer Apokalyptik,"' 763; Lahe, Gnosis und Judentum, n3. For 
Gnostic-apocalyptic pessimism, see Schussler Fiorenza, "Phenomenon," 
303; similarly, see Gruenwald, "Knowledge and Vision," 83, 91; Rowland, 
"Apocalyptic: The Disclosure," 790, 796; Lahe, Gnosis und Judentum, 141-
42. For Gnostic-apocalyptic interiorization of history, see J. Z. Smith, "Wis
dom and Apocalyptic," 86; Rowland, Open Heaven, 445.

n9. MacRae, "Apocalyptic Eschatology," 324; also ibid., 323; Attridge, 
"Valentinian and Sethian Apocalyptic Traditions," 194. 

120. Bousset, Himmelsreise, 5.

CHAPTER 6 

r. Mars. NHC X,r.35.1-6. The use of the term "alphabet mysticism,"
employed here to engage Pearson and Turner, should be considered distinct 
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from any greater implication or discussion about the category "mysticism," 
instead referring simpl y  to speculation about the anagogic pr operties of the 
letters of the alphabet(s). 

2. Pearson, "Introduction: Marsanes," 249-50; idem, Ancient Gnosti
cism, 93; Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 614-33; 
idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," 20, 81, 231-34; idem, "Introduction: Zos
trianos," 72-75; Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 278-79; Plese, "Gnostic 
Literature," 192; Brakke, The Gnostics, 82. 

3. On theurgy, see Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy; Shaw, Theurgy
and the Soul; Burns, "Proclus and the Theurgic Liturgy." 

4. While the term "glossolalia" is mainly associated with early Chris
tianity, some scholars have used it to describe ecstatic speech in Jewish 
or Gnostic contexts as well (Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 33; Turner, 
"Introduction: Allogenes," 46). Sources include Mark 16:17; Rom 8:26; 
1 Cor q:1-25; Is 28:u; Phil. Her. 259-66; T. Job 47-50; Ir. Haer. 5.6; 
Ter. Marc. 5.8; Euseb. Hist. eccl. 5.17.3; Allison, "Silence of Angels," 
191-92. The term "vowel spell" is also not sufficient for all cases, since
much of the unintelligible language recorded in Sethian and Hekha
lot literatures appear to be "barbarian" names and words composed
of consonants as well as vowels. Thus, the mor e general term "ecstatic
speech" is here employed for the greater phenomenon of unintelligible,
wild speech.

5. The ingenious analysis of Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 19; see
also ibid., 75-76. 

6. Pearson, "Introduction: Marsanes," 236-39, and notes to text ad loc.;
Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 54-76; Poirier, "Commentaire: Marsa
nes," 414-39. 

7. This latter point is clear from the author's repeated statements that she
or he has instructed the audience about these subjects before. 

8. See also Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 81.
9. Mars. NHC X,1.19.18.
10. Pearson, "Notes: Marsanes," 286, recalling Pist. Soph. chs. 98, 109,

130; r, 2 ]eu chs. 37, 40, 43. One could add the Mithras Liturgy (see the edi
tion of Betz). 

rr. Mars. NHC X,1.32.1-6, following FP's syntax; Pearson translates this 
as "from the angels. And there will be some effects." 

12. Mars. NHC X,1.39.2-24 (Pearson).
13. In this respect, the orientation of Marsanes' alphabet mysticism is dis

tinct from that of the Gnostic Marcus (Ir. haer. 1.13-21; cf. Pearson, "Intro
duction: Marsanes," 238; Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 78). 

14. Thus Bohlig and Wisse, "Commentary: The Gospel of the Egyp
tians," 173. 

15. Gos. Eg. NHC III,2.43.8-44.13 = IV,2.53.4-54.13, tr. Bohlig and
Wisse (CGL), modified. 

16. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.51.2 = III,2.41.14; III,2.43.9; for "aeon of the
aeons," seelll,2.56.1; IV,2.62.4, 65.13. See further Bohlig and Wisse, "Intro
duction: The Gospel of The Egyptians," 43. 
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17. For discussion, see Bohlig and Wisse, "Commentary: The Gospel of
the Egyptians," 41-43; Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 647-48. On the 
Thrice-Male Child, see above, Chapter 4, "Seth and His Avatars." 

18. r En. 22:13, 25:3, 27:3-5, 36:4, 40:3, 63:2, 83:8; see also Apoc. Elij.
1:3 (passages cit. Wintermute ad loc. in Apoc. Elij., OTP). 

19. Man. Keph. 91.27, 93.9, n3.31, 171.4, 21, 172.16 (Polotsky and
Bohlig). See also Unt. 260.25. 

20. "And the first aeon that is in it, that comes from it, is the first lumi
nary, Solmis; with the god-revealer, he is unlimited with respect to the copy 
(Tuno<;) that exists in the Kalyptos aeon together with Doxomedon" (Zost. 
NHC VIII,r.126.1-8). The passage is almost certainly corrupt; see Turner, 
"Commentary: Zostrianos," 647. 

21. Zost. NHC VIIl,1.127.1-11.
22. BFP reconstructs the hymn as follows: ({Ol�2 2N. oymNf toN2 N.('.p�1

2NO[ycoNfl KON2 moy11.. ({ON2 Nc5"[mH]ETe tt[(l)]OHT iw[s 11.11.11.] eee. 
23. Zost. NHC VIII,1.n7.14-2r.
24. Allogenes NHC Xl,3.53.32-38. Turner ("Allogenes: Notes," 256) and

Scopello ("Youel et Barbelo") agree the subject is probably Youel. 
25. Thus Turner (CGL, BCNH), a translation followed by FS.
26. Allogenes NHC Xl,3.54.n-26.
27. As noted by Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and

Translation," 440, regarding Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.51.2-5 = III,2.41.15. 
28. Trim. Prot. NHC XIII,1.38.22-30.
29. This interpretation reads the supralinear strokes in H� MW as nomina

sacra as does Poirier, "Commentaire: La pensee premiere," 245-46. Cf. 
Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and Translation," 440: 
"Give to the thrice-great One! Thou art last! Thou art first! Thou art (the one 
who) exists!" Later, he described the doxology as "alphabetic speculation" 
("Introduction: Marsanes," 78-79). Cf. also Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 92: 
"Ma! Mo! You are omega, omega, omega! You are alpha! You are being!" 

30. BFP reconstructs this as �[1c]; LS leaves the lacuna blank. See also
Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 567. 

31. LS reconstructs this as flT[E mmy]TE m10yTE, "O son of [God]." BFP
reconstructs NT[e>.1oc tt]TE nNoyTe, "fils p[arfait de] Dieu." 

32. Zost. NHC VIII,1.52.15-24; Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.78.1-79.3 =
III,2.66.8-22: the vowels here are probably codes and abbreviations, not 
ecstatic speech (Bohlig and Wisse, "Commentary: The Gospel of the Egyp
tians," 198-205; cf. Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and 
Translation," 440; idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," 78-79). 

33. Trim. Prat. NHC XIIl,1.37.27-30; for speculation, see Turner, "Tri
morphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and Translation," 438-39; Poirier, "Com
mentaire: La pensee premiere," 224-26. 

34. Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 54 n. 18.
35. Corp. herm. 16.1-2, tr. Copenhaver, modified. The closing pun is com

mon in Christian apologetics (Nock and Festugiere, Corpus Hermeticum, 
2:232 n. 6). Cf. Asel. 17; further, see Clark, "Translate into Greek," 125. 

36. Iamb. Myst. 1.12, tr. Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell.



Notes to Chapter 6 

37. Nie. Ger. Exe. p. 276 (Janus); cit. and tr. Pearson, "Gnosticism as Pla
tonism," 69, a translation followed by Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes," 
7I; see also Dornsieff, Alphabet, 52, and for similar texts, 33-34 . 

38. Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33} 14.2-9; see also Hirschle, Sprachphilosophie,
39-42. 

39. Plut. Gen. Socr. 589b-c, tr. Babbitt (LCL): the thought of demons
"have no need of verbs or nouns, which men use as symbols in their inter
course, and thereby behold mere counterfeits and likenesses of what is pres
ent in thought (priµo.TWV O\JOE 6voµ<hwv, oic; xpwµEVOI npoc; o.AA�Aouc; oi 
iiv8pwnm auµ�6:>..01c; eiow:>..a TWV voouµtvwv Kal Ei1<6vac;), but are unaware of 
the originals except for those persons who are illuminated, as I have said, by 
some special and daemonic radiance." 

40. Porph. Aneb. 2.rna-b (Sodano), tr. mine; cit. and discussed in
Hirschle, Sprachphilosophie, 44; more generally, see Clark, "Translate into 
Greek," 124-26. 

41. Orig. Gels. r.24, 5.45; on the former passage, see Dillon, "Magical
Power of Names," 206-7. 

42. Porph. Aneb. 2.8a. See also ibid., r.2c: "If the gods are impas
sive ... then the invocations of the gods will be in vain ... for that which is 
impassive is impossible to adjure, to force, to compel." 

43. lamb. Myst. 7.4; for discussion, see Hirschle, Sprachphilosophie,
45-48.

44. Iamb. Myst. 7.4-5.
45. Ibid., r.12, 4.2, 6.6.
46. Ibid., 5.10; see Shaw, Theurgy, 130-31.
47. Iamb. Myst. 9.1; rn+
48. Ibid., r.n; see Shaw, Theurgy, 141-42.
49. Orig. Gels. 5.45 argued that the proper name yields the proper imma

terial presence; see also Fossum, Name of God, 84; Dillon, "Magical Power 
of Names," 211-14. 

50. Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 107 n. 53d.
51. Meyer and Smith, Early Christian Magic, 285.
52. First attested in a fifth-century CE Milesian inscription (CIG 2:2895).
53. Cf. Dillon, "Magical Power of Names," 204-5.
54. Frankfurter, "Narrating Power," 461.
55. The reading of Maaseh Merkabah suggested by Janowitz, Poetics of

Ascent, esp. 84-92, ror. 
56. For Sethian use of magical names, see Thomassen, "Sethian Names."
57. N eooy HN eemiooy, tr. by Layton as "along with glories you become the

glory" (Gnostic Scriptures); "you will become gloriously glorious" (Turner, 
CGL) ; "vous deviendrez gloire avec des gloires" (Poirier, BCNH). 

58. Trim. Prot. NHC XIII,r.45.10-20.
59. Tr. "Kinship" (Layton), "fatherhood" (Turner), "patemite" (Poirier).
60. As widely noted (e.g., Scopello, "Un rite ideal d'intronisation," 94;

Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and Translation," 450; 
Poirier, "Commentaire: La pensee premiere," 351-52), these are common 
figures of Sethian mythology who govern baptism, also known from Gos. 
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Eg. NHC IV,2.76.2-10 : III,2.64.14-20; Ap. Adam NHC V,5.84.5-2:2..; 
Zost. NHC VIII,r.6.7-17; Unt. 263.22-88. There is probably no relation of 
Michar or Micheu(s) to the archangel Michael, who appears in Jewish ascent 
texts as guide (T. Ab.) and heavenly high priest (3 Bar.) (Dean-Otting, Heav
enly Journeys, 278). 

6r. As Sevrin (Dossier baptismal sethien, 67-68) and Poirier ("Commen
taire: La pensee premiere," 352) observe, Trim. Prat. is the only Sethian text 
to feature enthronement. 

62. Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and Translation,"
451, recalls 2 Cor r2:2; see also Poirier, "Commentaire: La pensee pre
miere," 353. To this should be added Chald. Or. frg. 3: "the Father snatched 
himself away, and did not confine his own fire in his intellectual Power" (tr. 
Majercik, modified). 

63. More common Sethian mythologoumena, servants of the Four Lumi
naries, known from Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.64.I4-20 = III,2.52.20-53.1; 
Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.75.21-31; Zost. NHC VIII,r.47.24; Unt. 239.24-27 
(Schmidt and MacDermot). 

64. Trim. Prat. NHC XIIl,r.48.n-32. Beings are invoked at Gos. Eg.

NHC III,2.66.2-4; cf. Trim. Prat. NHC XIIl,r.48.15-30; Zost. NHC 
VIII,r-4-20-26.2, esp. 5.14-22, 6.14-17; Melch. NHC IX,r.16.13-16. 

65. Protennoia emphasizes that "he who possesses the Five Seals of these
names has stripped off the robe of ignorance and put on radiating light" (Trim. 
Prat. NHC Xlll,r.49.28-32). The ordering of baptism and investiture differs, 
with scholars generally regarding the latter as prior (Sevrin, Dossier baptis
mal sethien, 272; Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and Trans
lation," 450; followed by Poirier, "Commentaire: La pensee premiere," 322.). 

66. Schenke (Robinson), Dreigestaltige Protennoia, r25-2.7, 134-35;
Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and Translation," 453. 

67. Zost. NHC VIII,r.5.15-18. On the "aetherial earth," see above, Chap
ter 5, "The Strange and the Dead." 

68. Reconstruction following LS. BFP reconstructs soo[y seoy), "gloi[res
depassant] toute mesure." 

69. Reconstruction following BFP, il.Y[tso]oy m,"i; LS reconstructs:
11.y[oyotte]oy tt11.1. 

70. This reconstructs N.p8l(N1'.Y 8Noy[Ts], as in BFP: "un ange contempla
teur de Di[eu]." LS reconstructs ttoy[Ns], "[root]-seeing angel." 

7r. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.6.3-2.r. 
72. Reconstruction following BFP: tH11.[11.y N.Ts]mil.r[n:X]oc. LS recon

structs as 1;1 .[ •••••• ]m ii.[ ... ]oc. 
73. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.7.1-22. See also the transformations at ibid., 30 .2.9-

3r.2.3. The MS here is very fragmentary, and lends little to our analysis. How
ever, it seems that the text, as Turner notes, simply restates the seer's encounter 
with the Luminaries and concomitant baptisms ("Commentary: Zostrianos," 
547). See also M.A. Williams, Immovable Race, 73-74. 

74. Zost. NHC VIIl,1-4-25, 5.15.
75. Ibid., 46.15-30; see also M.A. Williams, Immovable Race, 71-72.; cf.

Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 559. 
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76. Zost. NHC VIIl,I.48.23.
77. Ibid., 53.I3, 54.I7, 62.n, 63.9, I25.I3-14;Allogenes NHC XI,3.50.I9,

52.14, 55.I8, 55•34, 57-25• 
78. Zost. NHC VIIl,I.(63.2I-22].
79. Ibid., 12I.5-12: "But it is the Kalyptos who has divided again, and

they (i.e., the luminaries) exist together, and know the things that exist, 
namely, all the glories. All of them truly are perfect. This is the [one who] 
knows every act of them all, since it is completely perfect." Ibid., 122.5-17: 
"and all the glories are these: the Aphredons, unlimited, ineffable, revealers, 
impassible beings, [ . .. ) all of them. (Next), revealers of glory, the Marse
dons, the twice-manifest, the unlimited Solmises, the revealers of their own 
selves, being [filled] with glory, those who [wait for] glory; blessers, the 
Marsedons." 

80. See Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 192-95; they
are probably not interiorized cultic idols, as in the Plotinian corpus (pace 
ibid., 203-4). 

Br. Zost. NHC VIIl,I.17, 4.23-24. 
82. Ibid., 129.1-22.
83. Indeed, he has "heard about things that (even) the gods are ignorant

of, and which are infinite for the angels" (128.15-IS). Cf. P. Perkins, Gnostic 
Dialogue, 86-87. 

84. Zost. NHC VIIl,I.129.22-130.13.
85. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.59.2-22 (tr. Bohlig and Wisse, modified). See also

the description of the heavenly church, whose sole purpose is to hymn God 
(ibid., IV,2.66.14-67.1 "'III,2.55.2-16). 

86. "[Having known thee], I have now mixed [with thy] steadfastness,
and [I have armed myself]; I have come to be in [an armor of] grace and the 
[light; I have become light)" (Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.79.14-16 "' IIl,2.67.1-4). 
See also Chald. Or. frg. 2: "Intellect and Soul are armed, clad in a sharp 
armor of ringing light with thrice-pointed strength. Cast the entire token of 
the triad into the seat of the Mind, and do not frequent the empyrean ·streams 
in a scattered way, but vigorously." 

87. Allogenes NHC XI,3.58.26-59.3.
88. Most recently, see Scopello, "Portraits d'anges a Nag Hammadi,"

886; see also Pearson, Ancient Gnosticjsm, 88-89. 
89. Apoc. Ab. n:1-5; on loel's appearance, see Gruenwald, Apocalyptic,

55; Fossum, Name of God, 318; Schafer, Origins, 88-90. 
90. Gruenwald, Apocalyptic, 54, regarding Apoc. Ab. ch. l0:7-8.
9I. PG 83:380.1-5.
92. Allogenes NHC XI,3.52.15-25, 57.37-39.
93. Barbelo is the "first glory of the Invisible Father" (Steles Seth NHC

VIl,5.121.22); the Invisible Spirit is a "[single glory] before all things" (ibid., 
n6.4 [Robinson and Goehring]). 

94. Ibid., 126.20-28.
95. Ibid., n8.20-23.
96. Ibid., 127.8-n.
97. Porph. Vit. Plot. 16.
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98. Unt. ch. 7, p. 235.4-23 (Schmidt and MacDermot). The vagaries of
the Coptic translation force the reader to interpret at times who is speaking, 
and who is being spoken of, particularly in the final clauses. My tr. here fol
lows that of H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 261; cf. Brakke, "Body as/at the 
Boundary," 202-3. 

99. As reconstructed in FP: [2-r1AMe], "[j'ai su]"; Pearson reconstructs
Mikn>O)COO), "[and sameness]." Pearson here recalls Plat. Tim. 35a; Plut. An. 
proc. rn12d-rn13a; Plot. Enn. 6.2 [43] 21. 

100. Mars. NHC X,1.4.24-5.9; see also Turner, "Introduction: Marsanes,"
139. 

101. Mars. NHC X,1.7.29-8.29, 10.7-n, 14.15-24, with Turner, "Intro
duction: Marsanes," 142 (although the reference to Plat. Theaet. 176a-b is 
a stretch). 

102. Both Turner and Pearson recognize that the positive description of
astrological contemplation has an angelological context, but do not raise the 
question in the context of Marsanes' identity, nor in the context of its rela
tion to contemporary Jewish lore, as explored below (Turner, "Introduction: 
Marsanes," 20-21; Pearson, "Introduction: Marsanes," 240). 

rn3. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5.64.14, 76-4-
104. For Adam's superiority to angels, see L.A.E. 13:1-14:3, 16:1; Quaest.

Barth. 4.10, 4.52-55; Qur'an 2:34, 7:n-13, 15:29-35, 17:61, 18:50, 20:u6, 
38:71-78; CMC 48.16-50.7; see also Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts, 145 n. 209. 

rn5. On the incorporation of Judea-Christian ideas about divine mes
sengers into Hellenistic culture, see M. Smith, "On the History of Angels," 
292-94; see also Sheppard, "Pagan Cults of Angels."

rn6. Iamblichus asks if souls can change their rank (-ra(t�) and become
angelic (the answer is lost in a lacuna!-An. 47); see also Finamore and Dil
lon, "De anima Commentary," 207. A Hermetic treatise features a vision of 
the ennead during which Hermes and Tat obtain a vision of angels hymning 
the beyond with silence and proceed to join them, but the seers do not seem 
to transform (Disc. 8-9 NHC VI,6.58.17). 

107. 2 En 22:8-10; see Scopello, "Un rite ideal d'intronisation"; Turner, 
"Ritual," 88 n. 5, also regarding T. Levi 8:4; see also Pearson, Ancient Gnos
ticism, 88; Morray-Jones, "Transformational Mysticism," 22-23. 

108. I En. 62:15; 3 En. chs. 3-16; Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 
504-5; Scopello, "Un rite ideal d'intronisation," 95 n. 15.

rn9. 1 En. 62:15; Apoc. Ab. 13:14; Rev 7:9-17; Ase. Is. 8:14, 9:9; 2 Bar.
ch. 51; T. Levi 2;5-5:7, 8:1-19. Cf. Ezek 42:14, 44:17-9. For discussion, see 
Poirier, "Commentaire: La pensee premiere," 321; see also Bousset, Him
melsreise, 8-9; Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts, 154; Schultz, "Angelic Opposi
tion," 291; Morray-Jones, "Transformational Mysticism," 17; Schafer, Ori
gins, 70-72, 82. In the Dead Sea Scrolls, see Hodayot (1QS) XI, 5-8; see 
also IV, 23, VIII, 5; Schafer, "Communion with the Angels," 42-43. See also 
Phil. Somn. 1.216-17. The importance of heavenly investiture for angelifica
tion is also emphasized by Himmelfarb, Tours, 156; Fletcher-Louis, Luke
Acts, 134. On angelic priests in general, see ibid., 123 n. 89 (on Philo); idem, 
All the Glory of Adam, 56-87. Himmelfarb rightly cautions against reading 
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ideological or sectarian elements into descriptions of angelic priests in the 
heavenly temple, since the motif is so completely widespread in Jewish mys
tical literature, including texts that do not belong to the secessionist priest
hood ("Merkavah Mysticism Since Scholem," 30). 

no. Classic references to the glory include Ex 16:rn; 3 Kgdms 8:n; Is 6:1, 
66; in Merkavah visions: Ezek 1:28; T. Levi 3:4; I En. 14:2; Ase. Is. 11:32 
(regrding Mark 14:62), cit. Morray-Jones, "Transformational Mysticism," 
2-4. Generally, see Fossum, "Glory"; idem, Name of God; Koch, Redis
covery of Apocalyptic, 28-33; Stroumsa, "To See or Not to See," 79-80. In
early Christianity, see Matt 26:64 and parallels; John 1:14; Heb 1:2-4; Just.
Mart. Dial. 6r.1. Although there are occasional references to "glory" in the
singular in Sethian texts, it is not clear if, or if so, how, these might be related
to these visions or other Christian and Jewish currents.

111. Ase. Is. 9:27; Odes Sol. 36:2; T. Job. 48:2-3; Phil. Prob. 43-44; see
also Frank, ATTEAIKO:E BIO.I, 189; Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts, 135. Schafer, 
Origins, 91-92 emphasizes Apoc. Ab. 17:8-21. On the function of this lan
guage, see Janowitz, Poetics of Ascent, 91. 

n2. Apoc. Zeph. 8:1-5, tr. Wintermute in OTP: "(The angels) helped me 
and set me on that boat. Thousands of thousands and myriads of myriads of 
angels gave praise before me. I, myself, put on an angelic garment. I saw all 
of these angels praying. I, myself, prayed together with them, I knew their 
language, which they spoke with me." See also 2 Cor u:4; Sib. Or. 5:259; T.

Job 48:2-50:2; Apoc. Ab. chs. 15-19; Allison, "Silence of Angels"; Fletcher
Louis, Luke-Acts, 135 n. 153; idem, All the Glory of Adam, 279. 

n3. 3 En. 40:2;Apoc. Zeph. (Gk.) ap_ Clem. Al. Strom. 5.11.77 (Stahlin). 
See also Burns, "Sethian Crowns, Sethian Martyrs?" 

n4. r En. 104:2-3 (cf. 43:1-4, as discussed by Stone, "Lists," 395-96); 
Dan 12:3; Matt 13:43; Judg 5:20, Job 38:7; Sir. 44:21; Ezek. Trag. Ex. l.79-
81; cit. and discussed in Collins, "Apocalyptic Eschatology," 87-88. See also 
idem, "Cosmos and Salvation," esp. 137-42; idem, "Angelic Life," 291-93; 
Himmelfarb, Ascent to Heaven, 50; Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts, n6, 138; 
Segal, Life After Death, 262. Stone, "Lists," 395-96, adds many more 
citations. 

n5. zQSCommunity Rule (rQS) IV, 6-8; rQMWar Scroll (1QM) XII, 
1-7; Mark r2:25; Matt 22:30; Luke 20:35; Frank, ATTEAIKO:E BIOI, 104££.

116. Apoc. Zeph. 8:1-5.
n7. 2 Bar. 51:rn-I3; Ase. Is. 8.13-16, 9:1-6, 9:27-30. Himmelfarb,

Ascent to Heaven, 56-57, thinks the author of Ase. Is. favors this "radical 
claim" over 8:15's affirmation of equality with angels, without specifying to 
which source each statement belongs. See also eadem, Tours, 156; cf. Apoc. 
Paul (Capt.) NHC5.2.24.8. 

u8. For Adam, see 2 En. 30:8-u. For Enoch, see above passages, as well 
as r En. 81:I-17. For Abraham, see T. Ab. II (recension A-see also the glo
rified Abel in chs. 12-13). For Jacob, see Pr. Jae.; Pr. Jos. ap. Orig. Comm. Jo. 
2.188-90 (Heine); idem, Philoc. 23.15.31-46 (Junod). For Melchizedek, see 
Phil. Leg. 3.93; Hipp. Haer. 7.36.I (Marcovich). For Moses, see Mem. Marq. 
5.3 (on which, see Fossum, Name of God, 123-24; for many other passages, 
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see Segal, "Paul and the Beginning of Jewish Mysticism," 102-3; but esp. 
Meeks, "Moses as God and King"). Generally, see Ase. Is. 9:7-ro; Morray
Jones, "Transformational Mysticism," 13, 17-20. 

n9. For ample references, see Stuckenbruck, Angel Veneration and 
Christology, 138-39. 

120. Generally, see Collins, "Angelic Life," 309-ro; Frank, AI'I'EAIKOI.

BIOI., 190-91. See the sources collected by Frank, 124ff, e.g., Orig. Cels. 
4.29; Clem. Al. Strom. 7.14.84; idem, Paed. 2.9.79.2-3 (Mondesert). 

l2I. Schafer, Origins, 152. 
122.. Ibid., II6. 
123. Recent discussions focusing on the unio liturgica (as opposed to 

the individual unio mystica) as central to Jewish mysticism include Lesses, 
Ritual Practices to Gain Power, 160; Alexander, Mystical Texts; Schafer, 
"Communion with the Angels," 66; idem, Origins, 213, 281, 34r. 

124. Zost. NHC VIII,r.13r.5-9. For more sources and discussion, see 
Attridge, "On Becoming an Angel," 496; Wisse, "Flee Femininity." As Scho
lem argues, the sages who undertook the descent to the Merkavah were con
cerned with purification but not celibacy, and thus were in the mainstream of 
halakhah (Jewish Gnosticism, 12). But cf. Josephus's Essenes, some of whom, 
he says, were celibate (J.W. 2.II9-21, 160-61). Similarly, Collins explains the 
absence of children and women from 1QSCommunity Rule by hypothesizing 
the practice of celibacy in the community ("Angelic Life," 301-2). 

125. As Valantasis observes, there is surprisingly little evidence for asceti
cism at Nag Hammadi ("Nag Hammadi and Asceticism," esp. 187-90). This 
analysis thus somewhat expands the range of ascetic discourse within the 
codices. On living like an angel, see .r Cor n:ro; Heb 12:22, 13:2; Col 2:18; 
Clem. Al. Strom. 7.14.84; Orig. Cels. 4.29; Aune, "Early Christian Eschatol
ogy," 596; Attridge, "On Becoming an Angel"; DeConick, "What Is Early 
Jewish and Christian Mysticism?" 21. Particularly important is Frank's sur
vey of pre-monastic ascetic texts, highlighting the importance of celibacy 
(AffEAIKOl; BIO:I., 140-97, esp. 146). An important difference between the 
texts surveyed by Frank and the Sethian literature is the former's interest in 
"Paradise" as the locus of angelic life, absent in Sethianism. 

126. Realized eschatology in Gnostic literature need not come at the 
expense of cosmic eschatology; indeed, it may be "a metaphor for the trans
formation that comes with revelation ... part of the temporal horizon within 
which salvation takes place" (Attridge, "Valentinian and Sethian Apocalyp
tic Traditions," 195). Cf. Turner, "Introduction; Marsanes," 39; Frankfurter, 
"Early Christian Apocalypticism," 418-19. 

127. See Collins, "Apocalyptic Eschatology," 84-95; Fletcher-Louis,
Luke-Acts, 184-98; idem, All the Glory of Adam; Schafer, "Communion 
with the Angels." 

128. Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts, 185; idem, All the Glory of Adam,
89-90; Segal, Life After Death, 304. Many of these references are simply to 
angels, without any clear angelomorphic context, as in 4Q5n frgs. 21.8, 8.9,
ro.n-12. Other references are to favored humans-certainly the righteous
elect, but not obviously an angelic one (much less an elect angelified in this
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life}: see 1QS XI, 6-8; 1QH VI, 13. For "angelomorphism," see Fletcher
Louis, Luke-Acts, r4, regarding Danielou, Theology of Jewish Christianity, 
n7, which coined the term. 

129. Josephus's description of the Essenes highlights asceticism, but
certainly these practices are too widespread across ancient religious life 
to qualify as evidence for Fletcher-Louis's thesis that Josephus's evidence 
refers to an angelified community (All the Glory of Adam, 130). The fan
tastic angelic race of Rechabites (Hist. Rech. 7:10} are too removed from 
the Essenic community to serve as evidence of angelomorphism there (pace 
Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts, 199-204; see further Alexander, Mystical 
Texts, 45-47). 

130. rQRules of the Congregation (1QSa) II, 8-9 says: "these (indi
viduals with physical disabilities} shall not en[ter] to take their place [a] 
mong the congregation of the men of renown, for the angels of holiness 
are among their [congre]gation"; see also 1QSb III, 2-6, IV, 24-26; Alex
ander, Mystical Texts , ro2, ro8. rQWar Scroll (1QM) VII, 6: "and every 
man who has not cleansed himself of his 'spring' on the day of battle will 
not go down with them, for the holy angels are together with their armies." 
See Fitzmyer, "Feature of Qumran Angelology," 55-56, observing that the 
passages probably derive from the ban on disfigured descendants of Aaron 
in serving in the priesthood (Lev 21:17-23). See also Schafer, Origins, 
120-21.

13r. 4QSongs of the Sage (4Q5n) frg. 35, pace Fletcher-Louis, All the
Glory of Adam, 189-93. 

132. 4QSelf-glorification Hymn (4Q49rc ) I, 6-8 (the speaker sits on
the throne in heaven!-an impossibility for angels [b. Hag. 15a; y. Ber. 2c; 
Gen. Rab. 65:1; 3 En. 16; Gruenwald, Apocalyptic, 67; Alexander, Mystical 
Texts, 40, 87]), I, rr, discussed in Schafer, "Communion with the Angels," 
59; idem, Origins, 146-51; Alexander, Mystical Texts, 86-90, 109-10. 
Abegg was the first to recognize the Hymn as a unit discrete from the War 
Scroll ("4Q471"). On the identity of the speaker, see M. Smith, "Ascent to 
the Heavens and Deification"; idem, "Two Ascended to Heaven"; Collins, "A 
Throne in the Heavens," 53-55; idem, "Angelic Life," 305. 

133. rQHodayot a (1QHa) XI, 20-22; see also ibid, XIX, ro-14; Col
lins, "Throne in the Heavens," 54; Schafer, "Communion with the Angels," 
38-42.

l34, "But [ ... ] how shall we be considered [among] them (i.e., the
angels)? And how shall our priesthood (be considered) in their dwellings? 
And [our] holiness their holiness? [What] is the offering of our tongues of 
dust (compared) with the knowledge of the gods?" (4Q400 II, 5-8) 

135. Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath, 16-19, 59, 71; eadem, '"He Has
Established for Himself Priests'," rr5-18; Boustan (Abusch), "Seven-fold 
Hymns," 236-38; Alexander, Mystical Texts, 45-47, 54; Schafer, "Commu
nion with the Angels," 47, 56-59; idem, Origins, 132.-46; Collins, "Angelic 
Life," 299-300. 

136. Thus Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath, 16-19, 59, 71; eadem,
"'He Has Established for Himself Priests'," rr5-18; Collins, "Apocalyptic 
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Eschatology," 90. Cf. Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam, 334; see 
also 264 , 306-ro. 

r37. 4Q500 II, 6-8; Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath, I7, 21. 
r38. On Trim. Prot., see Schenke, "Phenomenon," 602-7; Turner, "To 

See the Light," 72. 
r39. J. Z. Smith, "I am a Parrot (Red)," 286. 
r40. An angelified community is rejected by Lichtenberger, Studien zum 

Menschenbild, 224-37; Davidson, Angels at Qumran, r56 n. r, 200 n. r; cf. 
Newsom in Songs of the Sabbath, 66; Fletcher-Louis, All the Glory of Adam, 
185. For "partial" angelification, see Alexander, Mystical Texts, 47. For
angelification as a proleptic experience of death, see Fletcher-Louis, Luke
Acts, 136-37, regarding Apoc. Zeph., Ase. Is., and Himmelfarb, Ascent to 
Heaven, 54. The argument goes back to Bousset, Himmelsreise, 136, also 
followed by Segal, "Paul and the Beginning of Jewish Mysticism," 95-96.

141. For emphasis on the importance of experience behind the produc
tion of texts, see Aune, "Apocalypse," 80-81; Segal, "Paul and the Begin
ning of Jewish Mysticism," n5 n. 2; DeConick, "What Is Early Jewish and 
Christian Mysticism?" 19; Alexander, Mystical Texts, 94; Schafer, Origins, 
338-39.

142. Observed by Fletcher-Louis, Luke-Acts, 2r3-14, without reference
to Gnostic texts. 

r43. On Qumran, see Schafer, Origins, 123, 349. 
144. Burns, "Sethian Crowns, Sethian Martyrs?"
145. Standard studies of Sethian baptism include Sevrin, Dossier baptis

mal sethien; Turner, "Sethian Gnosticism: A Literary History," 59; idem, 
"Ritual," esp. 96-97, 128-31; idem, "Introduction: Zostrianos," 71-75; 
idem, "Introduction: Marsanes," 49-54, 164-68; idem, Sethian Gnosticism 
and the Platonic Tradition, 64, 80-84, 238-47; other texts will be engaged 
as well in the following discussion. 

146. Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.74.9 a: NHC IIl,2.62.24.
147. Me/ch. NHC IX,1.16.n, on which see Pearson, "Introduction:

Melchizedek," 26-27. 
148. Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 240, 272;

idem, "To See the Light," 67-68. 
149. On Zostrianos and his celestial baptism, see Attridge, "On Becom

ing an Angel"; Turner, "Introduction: Zostrianos," 67-72; P. Perkins, "Iden
tification with the Savior," I78-81. 

r50. Zost. NHC VIIl,r.131.2-5. 
I5I. Apoc. Adam NHC V,5 .84.r7-23. The passage does not seem to make 

sense, as it appears to accuse baptismal attendants, clearly positive beings in 
Gos. Eg., Trim. Prat., and Zost., of having defiled the living water! Turner's 
suggestion of emending the text so that the attendants accuse others of defil
ing the water surely is the most sensible of the various proposed readings of 
the passage (Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 157-58). 

I52. Epiph. Pan. 40.2.6. 
153. Orig. World NHC II,5.122.6-20; Orig. Cels. 6.31; for discussion

and a review of scholarship, see Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 251. 
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154. Attridge suggests that Zost. rejects baptism of the Pauline mold ("On 
Becoming an Angel," 486; followed by P. Perkins, "Identification with the 
Savior," 179). Pearson holds, similarly, that the Apoc. Adam rejects only 
other Christian baptisms (Ancient Gnosticism, 74); Morard, that it was a 
pro-water baptism text emended by a later scribe who opposed the practice 
("L'Apocalypse d'Adam de Nag Hammadi"); Hedrick, that it rejects Sethians 
who persist in water baptism with other Christians (Apocalypse of Adam, 
209-15). Turner suggests a total rejection of water baptism (Sethian Gnosti
cism and the Platonic Tradition, 164-65).

155. It cannot be decisively proven which account of the descent of Pro
noia has priority, but Turner observes that the version of the Hymn in Ap. 
John is shorter, and so is perhaps an earlier source expanded by the author{s) 
of Trim. Prat (Turner, "Introduction NHC XIIl,I •," 3 8 5-86). Similarly, see 
Logan, "John and the Gnostics," 56-58; Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 
279· 

156. Ap. John NHC II,1.30.n-32, 31.22-25; Trim. Prot. NHC
XIII,1.50.9-15. See also Turner, "Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and 
Translation," 448. 

157. On heavenly beings, see Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.56.25, 58.6, 59.1;
IV,2.66.25-26 = III,2.55.12; IV,2.74.6 = III,2.63-3- Received in baptism, see 
ibid., IV,2.78.4-5 = 111,2.66.3. 

158. Schenke "Phenomenon," 604, seeing physical and celestial baptisms
as cognate. 

159. Thus argue Sevrin, Dossier baptismal sethien, 37; Turner, "Ritual,"
87; King, Secret Revelation of John, 152. 

160. Schenke, "Phenomenon," 606; Sevrin, Dossier baptismal sethien,
256; M.A. Williams, "Sethianism," 42; Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 68. 

161. For the seals as a visionary "baptism," see Turner, Sethian Gnosti
cism and the Platonic Tradition, 242, 258; idem, "Ritual," 89; idem, "To See 
the Light," esp. 65-66. See also Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 18-19. For the 
chrism, see Janssens, La Protennoia Trimorphe, So; Logan, Gnostic Truth 
and Christian Heresy, 39; idem, The Gnostics, 79; more fully, idem, "Mys
tery of the Five Seals," 190, arguing that: the Barbeloites practiced a three
fold baptism in the name of the Father, Mother, and Son, followed by a five
fold chrismation in the name of the Autogenes and the four illuminators. 
Bradshaw agrees that the Five Seals is probably a chrism, if one agrees with 
Logan's reconstruction of the "Gnostic chrism" as original to the first cen
tury CE and introduced to Cyril of Jerusalem and the Apostolic Constitu
tions by Gnostics, perhaps the Archontics (Reconstructing Early Christian 
Worship, 97). Observing that the texts that mention the Five Seals also men
tion the primordial anointing of the Autogenes and subsequent transforma
tion into the Christ (Ap. John NHC II,2.6.23; Gos. Eg. NHC III,2.44.22 = 
IV,2.55.n; Trim. Prot. NHC XIIl,1.37), Rasimus argues that, together with 
the Four Luminaries, the Autogenes-Christ formed a "salvific Pentad," and 
thus "the Five Seals refer to (baptismal) anointing and are performed in imi
tation of the primordial anointing of the pentadically understood Christ" 
(Paradise Reconsidered, 258). 
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I62. As Brakke describes in The Gnostics, 75. On "seals," see Ysaebert, 
Greek Baptismal Terminology, 254-426; Ferguson, "Baptismal Motifs," 
212-15.

163. The theogony is itself a comment on Wis 7:25-27; see Sevrin, Dos
sier baptismal sethien, 21; Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tra
dition, 279; idem, "To See the Light," 65-66; King, Secret Revelation of 
John, 149-50. The pre-Christian origins of Sethianism are still commonly· 
affirmed, e.g., Kalligas, "Plotinus Against the Gnostics," n7; Plese, "Gnos
tic Literature," 166-67. 

I64. Cf. Turner's reading, emphasizing se!f-performability but only at the 
expense of communal practice-"Trimorphic Protennoia: Notes to Text and 
Translation," 453; idem, "Introduction: Zostrianos," 71-75; idem, "Introduc
tion: Marsanes," 49-54, 164-68; idem, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic 
Tradition, 64, 80-84, 238-47; idem, "To See the Light," 64-65. This reading 
is followed by Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 178-79. 

165. See Turner citations in previous note; Wisse, "Stalking," 576.
166. Himmelfarb, "Practice of Ascent," 128; see also DeConick, "What

Is Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism?" 
167. See Burns, "Apophatic Strategies."
r68. Noted for the Steles Seth by Brankaer, "Is There a Gnostic 'Heno

logical' Speculation?" 174. 
169. Plot. Enn . 2.9 [33] 8.38.
170. Gruenwald, Apocalyptic, 99; Himmelfarb, "Heavenly Ascent," 100;

Himmelfarb, "Practice of Ascent," 130, 133. 
17I. Fowden, Egyptian Hermes, 82, 168; Betz, Mithras Liturgy, 2I. 
172. Corp. herm. 1.27-29; Hekh. Rab., Synapse chs. 84-91, esp. 86, on

which see Schafer, Origins, 250-53. Even so, Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 
99, is right to caution against assuming a consistent community spanning the 
various Sethian texts. At the same time, the paraenetic content ofZostrianos 
and Marsanes should not be read as a literary fiction. 

173. It seems to me that this is what scholars are getting at when they
remark that the Platonizing Sethian literature transposes philosophy onto a 
Gnostic worldview (thus argues Brankaer, "Terminologie et representations 
philosophiques," 819). 

174. Certainly some readers of philosophy attained ecstatic states while
reading (and writing); thus remarks Phil. Migr. 35, in Snyder, Readers and 
Texts in the Ancient World, 130-31. 

175. For Gnostic seals, see Pist. Soph. or L and 2 Jeu; cf. Basilides (ap. Ir.
Haer. 1.24.5-6); Apoc. Paul (Capt.) NHC V.3 .23. On Jewish seals, see Scho
lem, Jewish Gnosticism, 32-33; Alexander, "Comparing Merkavah Mysti
cism and Gnosticism," 2-3, regarding Orig. Cels. 6.27 and Hekh. Rab., Syn
opse chs. 15-23. 

176. Pace M.A. Williams, "Sethianism," 56.
I77• The examples are too numerous to list here; for a survey and discus

sion, see M. A. Williams, Immovable Race, 99-102. 
178. One of the most vivid accounts features a sage resting the head

between the knees and chanting into the ground, presumably creating J 
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kind of sensory-deprivation chamber that assists the vision (Ma'aseh Merk
abah, Synapse ch. 560); most take this as a key account of practice (Scho
lem, Major Trends, 49; Idel, Kabba/ah: New Perspectives, 90; Segal, "Paul 
and the Beginning of Jewish Mysticism," 97-98; Himmelfarb, "Practice of 
Ascent," 128). However, Schafer is skeptical (Origins, 302-3). For wider sur
vey of the practices described in the Hekhalot literature, see Lesses, Rit
ual Practices to Gain Power, esp. u7ff, 158; Davila, "Dead Sea Scrolls and 
Merkabah Mysticism," 261-62. 

179. On the background of the ox1Jµa in Greek speculation about the
11vEiiµa, see Dodds, "Appendix II: The Astral Body in Neoplatonism"; Shaw, 
Theurgy, 52 n. 1 2  

180. Frg. 120 (Majercik) refers to a "delicate vehicle of the soul" (ljluxij�
;\entov 1>xriµa), and frg. i.or, quoted by Produs, says that "particular 
souls ... become mundane (tyK6aµ1a1) through their 'vehicles."' The vehicle 
draws "irrational nature" (aA6y1arnv cpumv)-frg. 196. 

18r. See the discussion of Finamore, Iamblichus and the Theory of the Vehi
cle, 59-124; Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy, esp. 199,413; Majercik, 
Chaldean Oracles, 31-45. On the postmortem nature of the ascent, see Lewy, 
Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy, 419; Couliano, Psychanodia, 64 n. 47. 

182. Gnosticism is in a sense the ultimate anthropocentrism; for a recent
insightful discussion, see Letourneau, "Creation in Christian Gnostic Texts," 

432-

183. Ste/es Seth NHC VIl,5.124.17.

CHAPTER 7 

r. See, e.g., M.A. Williams, Rethinking "Gnosticism", 213-34.
i.. See especially Pearson, "Figure of Seth"; Scopello, "Youel et Barbelo."

For a survey of the problem in general, see Stroumsa, Another Seed, esp. 10 
n. 49; Alexander, "Comparing Merkavah Mysticism and Gnosticism"; idem,
"Jewish Elements in Gnosticism," 1059-67.

3. A fine recent survey of the materials as well as problems of definition
available today is Schafer, Origins. 

4. The classic study remains Scholem, Major Trends.
5. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 10, 34; for discussion, see Lahe, Gnosis

undfudentum, 122-24, 143. 
6. See the oeuvre of Quispe!, e.g., "The Jung Codex and Its Significance,"

62-78. Similarly, see Fossum, Name of God; DeConick, Seek to See Him.
For criticisms of Scholem, see most recently Schafer on Scholem's argument
that Shi'ur Qomah mysticism pre-dates and influenced Marcus the Gnostic
(Origins, 3n-15, regarding Scholem,Jewish Gnosticism, 38).

7. M. A. Williams, "Review: Fossum, Angel of the Lord."
8. Hyp. Arch. NHC II,4.95.27; Orig. World NHC II,5.105.1; see Gruen

wald, "Jewish Sources." Cf. Alexander, "Comparing Merkavah Mysticism 
and Gnosticism," 2 n. 2; generally, see also Rowland, "Apocalyptic: The 
Disclosure," 794; Alexander, "Jewish Elements in Gnosticism," 1060-62; 
Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 77; Lahe, Gnosis und Judentum, n8, 124. 
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9. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 34-35, regarding Clem. Al. Exe. frgs.
37-39 (Sagnard) and b. Hag. r3b; Morray-Jones, "Transformational Mys
ticism," 28-29, regarding Gos. Eg. NHC IV,2.51.1 = III,2.49.14; see also
NHC III,2-43.8-44.13 = IV,2.53.4-54.13.

10. Hodayot (1QHa) 14:11:22, 23:6, 19:14; as extended to the angelic
elect at Qumran, see ibid, 14:12-13, cit. Schafer, Origins, u5; ShirShabb 

(4Q400) r.6, (4Q4or) 17:4; (4Q403) l 1:30-31, r:34-37; (4Q403) l 2:19-20; 
(4Q405) 3 2:9; Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath, 239 also recalls 1QS 9:5-8; 
Self-Glorification Hymn, 4Q491c 1:3-4. 

11. Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath, 239; Alexander, Mystical Texts, 16;
Lahe, Gnosis und Judentum, 129-30, 148-49; seer En. 17-19; Jub. 1:27; 4
Ezra 4. This point was first noted by Scholem,Jewish Gnosticism, 3; Alexan
der agrees that here Qumran "anticipates" Gnosticism (Mystical Texts, 107). 

12. See Burns, "Sethian Crowns, Sethian Martyrs?"
13. Scopello, "Apocalypse of Zostrianos" (cf. M. A. Williams, Immov

able Race, 83 n. 26); Turner, "Commentary: Zostrianos," 504-5. More gen
erally, see also Frankfurter, "Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses," 160-61; Pear
son, "From Jewish Apocalypticism to Gnosis," 153. 

14. Fifth to eighth centuries CE; see Greenfield and Stone, "Books of
Enoch," 99. 

15. For the relationship of 3 En. to earlier apocalyptic traditions, see Him
melfarb, "Heavenly Ascent"; Schafer, Origins, 343. 

16. Thus notes Alexander, Mystical Texts, 135.
17. Here I support the broad scholarly consensus that Mani indeed did

grow up in a community that was directly related to the Elchasaites or a prod
uct of a virtually identical type of Jewish Christianity. For an argument to the 
contrary, see Luttikhuizen, Revelation of Elchasai, esp. 210; idem, "Elcha
saites and Their Book"; but cf. F. Jones, "Review of Luttikhuizen, Revelation 
of Elchasai," as well as Rudolph, "The Baptist Sects," 485 n. 36; Gardner 
and Lieu, Manichaean Texts in the Roman Empire, 33-35. On the lifestyle 
of Mani's community, see Fihrist, 327-28, 8n (Dodge); CMC 79, 88.2-9, 
106.5-19; Koenen, "From Baptism to the Gnosis." No women are mentioned 
in the CMC, so it could have been an all-male, encratic community. 

18. MacRae, "Apocalypse of Adam," 577, as well as Nickelsburg, "Some
Related Adam Traditions," 538; more widely, see Klijn, Seth, 109; Pearson, 
"Figure of Seth," 4 73. Couliano recognized that the Manichaean myth is 
an elaborate version of the sort assigned by Hippolytus to Sethians, but this 
observation must be bracketed since the Sethians known to Hippolytus seem 
to be unrelated to the traditions preserved at Nag Hammadi dubbed here 
Sethian (Tree of Gnosis, 180). 

19. Apoc Adam NHC V,5.77.27-83.
20. Ibid., 73.10; Man. Hom. 68:18, cit. Bohlig and Labib, Koptisch

Gnostische Apokalypsen, 89; Henning, "Book of the Giants," 62; Stroumsa, 
Another Seed, 85. 

21. For multiple incarnations of the savior, see above, Chapter 4, "Seth
and His Avatars"; on the Elchasaites, see Hipp. Haer. 9.14, 10.29 (Marco
vich); on the Ebionites, see Epiph. Pan. 30.3.3; on the Pseudo-Clementines, 



Notes to Chapter 7 243 

see Hom. 3.20.2; Stroumsa, Another Seed, 76, 88; Burns, "Jesus' Reincarna
tions Revisited," 372-80. 

22. Fihrist, 784-86 (Dodge).
23. In discussion at the 1978 Yale conference (Layton [ed.], Rediscovery,

507-8).
24. For sources and bibliography, see S. Lieu, "The Diffusion of Man

ichaeism in the Roman Empire," 388. 
25. Elsas, Neuplatonische und gnostische Weltablehnung, 242; H. Jack

son, "Seer Nikotheos," 257; Quispe!, "Plotinus and the Jewish Gnostikoi." 
26. See for instance Schenke, "Phenomenon," 607; Pearson, "Figure of

Seth," 503; M.A. Williams, Immovable Race, r99; P. Perkins, Gnostic Dia
logue, 90; eadem, "Identification with the Savior," r8o; Edwards, "Chris
tians and the Parmenides," r97. This is of course the central thesis of Turner, 
Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition (and many articles), as dis
cussed in Chapter 3. 

27. A Christian provenance for the Platonizing treatises has been consid
ered by Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy, 51; Edwards, "Chris
tians and the Parmenides," 2:197. 

28. Cf. Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 324-25. Thus
the importance of the Plotinus-Gnostic conflict is hardly "exaggerated" (pace 
Rasimus, "Porphyry and the Gnostics," 82, ro8), nor are the "doctrinal dif
ferences" between Plotinus and the Gnostics merely "subtle" (pace Mazur, 
"Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 20). Rather, as C. Schmidt rec
ognized, "Plotin habe den littarischen Kampf der Neuplatoniker gegen das 
Christentum inauguriert, und die neuplatonische Schule sei nur den Bahnen 
ihres Meisters gefolgt" (Plotins Stellung, 29). 

29. On Prohaeresis and Eunapius, see Eunap. VS 10.3.1 (Giangrande). On
Gregory and Julian, see Greg. Naz. Or. 4.5, 4.103, 5.:1.3. 

30. For a summary, see Chuvin, Chronicle of the Last Pagans, 86; on
Hypatia's death, Watts, City and School, 196-:1.00. 

31. On Arnmonius, see Dam. Phil. hist. rr8b (Athanassiadi); Sorabji, Phi
losophy of the Commentators, 1:21; Watts, City and School, 216-30. On 
Olympiodorus's caution (and how it saved him from a Christian challenge), 
see Watts, City and School, :1.35-55, z6o-6r. 

3:1.. Dam. Phil. hist. 146b; see Watts, City and School, 137. 
33. On student emigration to Athens in the fifth century CE and its conse

quences, see Watts, City and School, :1.01-2. 
34. Surveyed in Meredith, "Porphyry and Julian Against the Christians."
35. Eunap. VS 6.n.2 (also 6.9.17; cf. 10.8.2); idem, Hist. univ. frg. 56

(Blockley). 
36. Saffrey, "Allusions antichretiennes chez Proclus"; Watts, City and

School, 106; Hoffmann, "Un grief antichretien." 
37. See Watts, City and School, 235-55, 260-61, for discussion of

Olympiodorus's career. 
38. Chuvin, Chronicle of the Last Pagans, 45, 104; Shaw, Theurgy and

the Soul, 14-16; D. O'Meara, Platonopolis, esp. 128-31; Burns, "Proclus 
and the Theurgic Liturgy," 128-3r. 
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39. Iamb. An. 6-7 (Finamore and Dillon).
40. Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, 4-5; see also Clarke, Dillon, and Hersh

bell, introduction, xxviii-xxix. 
4r. Iamb. An. 23.22-23.  
42. Brisson also sees Plotinus's rejection of Gnostic ritual as predicated on

his assertion of the Soul's undescended nature, implying Gnostic agreement 
with Iamblichus's position ("Plotinus and the Magical Rites"). Cf. Edwards, 
"Gnostic Aculinus," 379; cf. also Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 57-77, 
attributing Plotinus's doctrine of the undescended Soul to his Gnostic con
versation partners. He rightfully observes that the Gnostics (pace Iambli
chus) saw themselves as superior to heavenly beings, but neglects the fact 
that, like theurgists, they used a variety of rituals to elevate the Soul (Nar
bonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, rn8-11). Nor does Narbonne address lambli
chus's remark that the Gnostics affirmed Soul's descent. 

43. Similarly, see Clark, "Translate into Greek," 129; Mazur, "Platoniz
ing Sethian Gnostic Background," 326 n. 94. 

44. For recent status quaestionis on the attribution of the fragments of
Porph. Christ., see Goulet, "Hypotheses recentes"; Schott, '"Living like a 
Christian'," 259 n. 2. 

45. Porph. Christ. frg. 2.0 (Berchman) = frg. 39 (Harnack)= Euseb. Eccl.
hist. 6.39.5-8 (tr. Oulton [LCL], slightly modified). 

46. See for instance Schott, "'Living like a Christian'," 1.61.; Zambon,
"ITAPANOM!U: ZHN," esp. 558-59; cf. Clark, "Translate into Greek," 128; 
Johnson, "Philosophy, Hellenicity, Law," 57-64. 

47. Pace Johnson, "Philosophy, Hellenicity, Law," 64 
48. On Porphyry's rare but pejorative use of the.word 60veio�, see J. Cook,

"Porphyry's Attempted Demolition," 3, 7, regarding Porph. Abst. 2.45; fur
ther, see PGL 9366. Surely Porphyry would not have preferred Origen to 
value the µu0o� of the Bible on the basis of its extra-Hellenic Jewishness; 
otherwise he would not refer to it as 60vcio<; (pace Johnson, "Porphyry's Hel
lenism," 179). 

49. As do Brisson and Goulet, "Origene le platonicien," 806; Digeser,
"Origen on the Limes," 204. This (invented) problem is one of many issues 
in the evidence that leads scholars to debate whether or not the philosopher 
named Origen who studied with Ammonius alongside Plotinus, occasionally 
mentioned in the Platonic tradition (Porph. Vit. Plot. 3, 14, 20; Eunap. VS 
4.2.I [Giangrande]; Hierocles, ap. Phot. Bibi. J.I4 r73a), was in fact the same 
as the Christian Origen Porphyry mentions here. While some scholars now 
regard the two Origens as identical-see Digeser, "Origen on the Limes"
others continue to distinguish them (e.g., Goulet, "Porphyre, Ammonius, les 
deux Origene," esp. 281. -85, more recently, Zambon, "Porfirio e Origene," 
esp. 158-64; Watts, City and School, 159-6r). For a survey of the (volumi
nous) older scholarship on the question (and deciding on two Origens), see 
Schroeder, "Ammonius Saccas." 

50. Schott, Christianity, Empire, 71; see also Zambon, "IIAPANOMOr
ZHN," 557; cf. Johnson, "Porphyry's Hellenism," 179-80. 

51. Discussed in Schott, '"Living like a Christian'," 259 n. 2.
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52. See also (on Origen and Porphyry), Digeser, "Origen on the Limes,"
esp. 2.05ff. 

53. See Stroumsa, Another Seed, 87.
54. The first view is offered by Schenke, "Phenomenon," 607; Pearson,

"Figure of Seth," 504; Hedrick , Apocalypse of Adam, .2.14-15. T he second 
view is that of Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 238-
84, esp. 2.40 n. 17; idem, "To See the Light," 96-98, 1n-12; idem, "Sethian 
Gnosticism: A Revised Literary History," 900. Possible origins in Samaritan
ism have been suggested (Schenke, "Phenomenon," 592.-93, 606-7, and also 
Fossum, Name of God, 50, 122.; Lahe, Gnosis und Judentum, 128, 178), 
but this idea has not fared well under criticism (Stroumsa, Another Seed, n; 
Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy, 16). · 

5 5. Sethian interest in angelification is also evidence that the Sethian
ism of Gos. Jud. is second-hand or an offshoot of other Sethian ideas, since 
it scorns those who claim to resemble angels (Gos. Jud. TC 40.8-16), in 
contrast to the wide angelomorphism surveyed in Chapter 6. On Gos. Jud. 
as later, "tertiary" Sethianism, see G. Schenke (Robinson), "The Gospel of 
Judas," 88-89; Turner, "The Sethian Myth in the Gospel of Judas," 97, 
131-33. Others have dated it to the mid-second century: see DeConick, Thir
teenth Apostle, 169, 174-75; Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 97; Rasimus,
Paradise Reconsidered, 40 n. ro9; Jennott, 'Gospel of Judas', 5-6, 131-32..
On dating Ap. John, see above, Chapter 3, n. 15. Turner assigns Trim. Prat.
a complex history of redactions, the last of which he dates to the mid-second
century ("Introduction: NHC XIIl,r"'," 375-81; idem, Sethian Gnosticism
and the Platonic Tradition, 283-84). Poirier suggests instead that a variety of
sources were cobbled together at once, working in part with the Greek long
recension of Ap. John, sometime in the early third century CE ("Introduc
tion: La pensee premiere," 12.0-23; similarly, see Pearson, Ancient Gnosti
cism, 75).

56. See Logan, Gnostic Truth and Christian Heresy, xviii, 2.6, arguing
that a "Sethianization" of the Apocryphon and other Barbeloite material 
took place arou_nd 200 CE, when Gnostics who were attacked by other Chris
tians on grounds of novelty turned to the authority of the figure of Seth, 
who was becoming a popular figure at the time. Rasimus argues instead that 
the catalyst for Sethianization must have been Jewish, since Christian tradi
tions of authorization (e.g., postresurrection appearances) are not invoked 
in Sethian literature; rather, accounts of the inscription of antediluvian rev
elations on steles were used to undercut Mosaic (i.e., Jewish, postdiluvian) 
authority. The Sethianization of Ophite materials, according to Rasimus, 
began around 100 CE, drawing from traditions about these revelatory ste
les as preserved by Josephus and responding to the Johannine community 
(Paradise Reconsidered, 38-39, I97, 2.87; see also Turner, "Sethian Gnos
ticism: A Revised Literary History," 900; Luttikhuizen, "Sethianer?" 94). 
This certainly is possible, but invocations of antediluvian revealers and the 
pillar-stele tradition were widespread, so the authority of pre-Mosaic texts 
could have been invoked against Christians as easily as Jews (e.g., CMC 49, 
54.I2-19). Meanwhile, the dating of Sethianization to the second century
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presupposes that the engagement of Ap. John with Johannine traditions nec
essarily indicates engagement with the earliest proponents of these traditions 
and fails to explain why Seth would have been the obvious authoritative fig
ure of choice to these Gnostics over a century before he was popular in other 
groups. 

57. In general agreement with the dating of Apoc. Adam by MacRae,
"The Apocalypse of Adam Reconsidered"; Stroumsa, Another Seed, 97-ro3; 
Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 155, 749-50; pace 
Hedrick, Apocalypse of Adam, 214-15, and Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 
74 (both of whom assume first-century traditions); Logan, Gnostic Truth 
and Christian Heresy, 47-48 (assigning a third-century date, based on pre
sumed dependence on Ap. John). 

58. T hus argues Pearson, "Introduction: Melchizedek," 39-40; idem,
Ancient Gnosticism, 83. 

59. Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 165.
60. Turner, "Introduction: Zostrianos," 142.; see also M. A. Williams,

"Sethianism," 45.

6r. P. Perkins, "Christian Books and Sethian Revelations," 725. Oth
ers see the Greek Vorlagen of both Zostrianos and Allogenes as post
Plotinian redactions, perhaps under the influence of Porphyry (Majercik, 
"Being-Life-Mind Triad," 486-88; eadem, "Porphyry and Gnosticism," 
278; Abramowski, "Marius Victorinus," 123-24; eadem, "Nicanismus 
und Gnosis," 559-61; A. Smith, "Porphyrian Studies," 763 n. 282.). For 
most scholars, meanwhile, Porphyry's evidence functions as a terminus 
ante quem for these Vorlagen (Corrigan, "Positive and Negative Matter," 
44 n. 77; Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 7u, and 
in many articles; Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, u:1.., 142; Logan, Gnostic 
Truth and Christian Heresy, 53; Tardieu, "Recherches sur la Formation," 
u3; Zambon, Porphyre, 40; Kalligas, "Plotinus Against the Gnostics," 
n9; Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism, 90; M.A. Williams, "Sethianism," 51; 
Rasimus, Paradise Reconsidered, 32.; idem, "Porphyry and the Gnostics," 
82; Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 3r, 179, 309; 
Brakke, The Gnostics, 40; Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue, 7 n.2.3, 71, 
ro4 n. 12; van den Broek, Gnostic Religion, 133, 135). With reservations 
are Attridge, "Gnostic Platonism," 23; Jennott, "Gospel of Judas", 73 n. 
9. Central to the question is dating the anonymous Turin Commentary on
Plato's "Parmenides". Many of its metaphysical ideas are similar to those
in Zostrianos and Allogenes, and it plays a decisive role in Hadot's system
atization of the thought of Porphyry ("Metaphysique de Porphyre"), which
is followed by Abramowski, Majercik, and others; if the commentary is 
not assigned to Porphyrian authorship but to a pre-Plotinian thinker, then
Abramowski's and Majercik's arguments for a late dating for Platonizing
Sethian texts instead indicate an early dating. However, the authorship
and date of the commentary remain uncertain and debated; the most up
to-date Forschungsbericht is Chase, "Porphyre commentateur."

62. Burns, "Apophatic Strategies."
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63. Pearson argued that Mars. was written in the early third century CE 

and circulated in Plotinus's seminar with the other Platonizing treatises, on 
grounds of the passage in Unt. that is ascribed to Nicotheus and cites one 
"Marsanios" (Unt. 232.3-23-"lntroduction: Marsanes," 250; "Marsanes 
Revisited," 695-96). Turner argued for the early fourth century CE, based on 
similarities to the philosophy of Iamblichus (the "second One") and his stu
dent Theodore of Asine (alphabetic theurgy-"Introduction: Marsanes," I, 

229, 246-48), eventually persuading Pearson (Ancient Gnosticism, 85, giv
ing an early fourth-century CE date to the text). 

64. On reading Nag Hammadi documents as Coptic translations of later or
redacted Greek literature instead of simple replications of second- and third
century texts, see Emmel, "Religious Tradition, Textual Transmission, and 
the Nag Hammadi Codices"; idem, "The Coptic Gnostic Texts as Witnesses." 

65. Cf. Turner and Schenke (works above, n. 54, in this chapter); Attridge,
"Gnostic Platonism," 6, considers Egypt and Syria. 

66. Epiph. Pan. 53; Hipp. Haer. 9.13-17, I0.29; Origen ap. Euseb. Hist.
eccl. 6.38; Fihrist, 327-28, 8rr (Dodge). 

67. Athanassiadi, "Apamea and the Chaldaean Oracles."
68. Pearson, "Introduction: Melchizedek," 40.
69. Hipp. Haer. 9.13 alleges that Alcibiades' literature was in the posses

sion of Pope Callistus (ca. 218-2..3 CE). 

70. Hipp. Haer. rn.29.3.
7r. On the contents of the Apocalypse, see Luttikhuizen, "Elchasaites and

their Book." 
72. I owe this insight to Prof. Jean-Marc Narbonne, in conversation.

Cf. Mazur, hypothesizing that Plotinus was influenced by Gnosticism as 
a youth, but attempted to purge his thought of it when he met a young, 
Gnosticizing Porphyry ("Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Background," 173, 
2..89-312, esp. 310-12). This model fails to explain why we should suppose 
Porphyry to have been under the influence of Gnosticism, or why Plotinus 
would have found it objectionable if he himself was under its influence in 
the first place. 

73. Whether these groups known to Epiphanius were one group broken
up by him into different names, as argued by Tardieu, or separate groups 
that had inherited Sethian traditions, as argued by Turner, cannot be deter
mined (Tardieu, "Les livres mis sous le nom de Seth," an argument followed 
by Pearson, "Figure of Seth," 474; see also the discussion of Robinson and 
Wisse, 585; Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 301). 
On the Untitled Treatise, see Sevrin, Le dossier baptismal sethien, 2r8-20; 
Turner, Sethian Gnosticism and the Platonic Tradition, 195; Brakke, "The 
Body as/at the Boundary," 201-4. 

74. The hypothesis of Abramowski, "Nicanismus und Gnosis," 560-61.
75. On monastic readers of Nag Hammadi, see Wisse, "Gnosticism and

Early Monasticism in Egypt"; idem, "Language Mysticism in the Nag Ham
rnadi Texts." Particularly striking are monastic ascetic practices that produce 
an angelic likeness (Frank, AI'I'Eil.IKOX BIO'E, 23) resembling that achieved in 
Sethian angelification. 
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APPENDIX 

I. LSJ 4rb. Classic studies include Staden, "Hairesis and Heresy"; Boul
luec, La notion d'heresie dans la litterature grecque; on the secta more gen
erally, see Andre, "Ecoles philosophiques," 5-8. 

2. Armstrong (LCL); Puech, "Plotin et Jes gnostiques," 176; Igal, "The
Gnostics and 'The Ancient Philosophy,"' 146; Cilento, Plotino: Paideia, ro, 
26; H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 255; Evangeliou, "Plotinus's Anti-Gnostic 
Polemic," n3; Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 184; Brakke, The Gnostics, 40; 
Poirier and Schmidt, "Chretiens, heretiques et gnostiques," 925-27; van den 
Broek, Gnostic Religion, 133. 

3. As Tardieu argues, "Les gnostiques," 5n-15 (acknowledged by Poirier
and Schmidt, "Chretiens, heretiques et gnostiques," 924-25); see also C. 
Schmidt, Plotins Ste/lung, 14; idem, Koptisch-Gnostische Schri{ten, 606; 
Edwards, Neoplatonic Saints, 28 n. 155; Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnos
tic Background," 13, 378. 

4. Plot. Enn. 2.9 (33] 6.1-10.
5. Thus read Bidez and Cumont, Mages, 1:156, 2:2.49-50; Bousset, Haupt

probleme, 186-89; Festugiere, Revelation, 3:59 n. 3; idem, Hermetisme et 
mystique paienne, 88; Puech, "Plotin et les gnostiques," 163; Doresse, "Les 
apocalypses de Zoroatre"; H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 2.55 n. 6. 

6. Cf. Smyth, Greek Grammar, §2.869, p. 650, for Ka[ as copulative.
For minimal contrast between the µtv ... lit clauses, especially when 
the µtv clause expresses time {as here: 1<a-r'm'.rr6v), see Denniston, Greek 
Particles, 370. The µev Kai ... lie construction, with the same sense, 
can be found at Plot. Enn. 2.9 [33] 10.1 (noHa µev ouv Kai iiHa, µo.U..ov 
lie n6.v-ra), as discussed in Edwards, "Neglected Texts," 34-35; Majer
cik, "Porphyry and Gnosticism," 2.77 n. 6. It is common in Porphyry, 
as at Abst. 1.12..35-13.2 (Bouffartigue and Patillon), 2.38.28-39.3. For 
the 7lOAAol µev Kai iiAA.01 construction (tr. "[there were) many-and in 
particular, [some)"), see Poirier and Schmidt, "Chretiens, heretiques et 
gnostiques," 918-23. 

7. Thus read Puech, "Plotin et !es gnostiques," 163, 176 (with the 
approval of Dodds); lgal, "The Gnostics and the 'Ancient Philoso
phy,"' 139 n. 8, 147 n. ro; H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 255; Janssens, 
"Apocalypses de Nag Hammadi," 69; Wolters, "Notes on the Struc
ture of Enneads 11,9," 83; Wallis, "Soul and Nous," 474 n. ro; Layton, 
Gnostic Scriptures, 184; Tardieu, "Les gnostiques"; Corrigan, "Positive 
and Negative Matter," 24; Edwards, "Neglected Texts," 28; idem, Cul

ture and Philosophy, 151, Poirier and Schmidt, "Chretiens, heretiques 
et gnostiques," 918, 923; Mazur, "Platonizing Sethian Gnostic Back
ground," 13, 378; van den Broek, Gnostic Religion, 134. Armstrong 
(LCL) is unclear {"Christians, and others, and sectaries"), a reading 
followed widely, e.g., by Turner, "Typologies," 203 n. 34; Frankfurter, 
"Legacy of Jewish Apocalypses," 156; Pearson, "From Jewish Apoca
lypticism to Gnosis," I49 • 
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8. As argue Tardieu, "Les gnostiques," 516; Poirier and Schmidt, "Chre
tiens, heretiques et gnostiques," 926-27. 

9. H. Jackson, "Seer Nikotheos," 253-54, recalling Xen. Hell. r.1.n,
r.6.38.

IO. Puech, "Plotin et les gnostiques," I65. 
II. Ibid., II2. 
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aeons according to Zostrianos, 
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86, rn3-4, 1840249; in Sethian
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nonallegorical, 73

Allogenes: angelification of, 125; as 
archetype of the elect, 130; as 
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on, 9, :r6:r; Sethian apocalypses 
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stcanger-foreigner, 3 2 
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narrative, 51, 55; baptism not 
mentioned in, 133; Barbelo in, 
54-55, 70-72, 83-84, 92-93,
1:r5, 117,218n108; "Books of
the Foreigners" as version of,
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revelatory manuscript for posterity,
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on non-elect souls, 96, no, 145;
as pagan, 194nr:2.; as Platonizing,
4, 48, 77, 166n9; Porphyry on,·
3, 30; pseudepigraphic appeal to
authority in, 48, 54, 74, 2.om90;
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Porphyry as "Basileus," 15; 
retires to Apamea, 156; Sethian 
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Ammonius (Saccas), 11, 46, 152, 167n2, 
I68n20, 169n27; problem of 
which Origen studied with which 
Ammonius, 244n49 

Ammonius (Hermiae), 149, :z.43n31 
Ammonius (Marcus Annius), 173087 
Anaximander, 23 
angels: alien to humanity, I2.2.-30; 

angelification, 73, 125-33, 134, 
136, 139, 142, 151, 2.45n55; 
asceticism associated with angelic 
status, 132; ascetic "living like an 
angel," 130; in Dead Sea Scrolls, 
142; the elect become like, 127-
28, 130-32; Marsanes on, n4, 
n7, I21; names of, n4, I2I; 
seers superior to, 117, 122.-31, 
135; visionaries call themselves, 
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anointing, 133-34, 2390161 
Apamea, 156 
Apocalypse Attributed to Abraham, 58, 

2.01n80 
Apocalypse of Abraham, 55, 12.5-26, 

2oon59, 201n80 
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Apocalypse of Messos, I62. 
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Apocalypse of Sethel, 143 
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Apocalypse of Zoroaster, 48, 162, 

18302.37 --
Apocalypse of Zostrianos, 162 
apocalypses, 48-76; apocalyptic content 

in, 51; apocalyptic technique, 52; 
apocalyptic truth claim, II 1; breaks 
between revelatory discourses 
in, 5 5; composition of revelatory 
manuscript for posterity, 55-56; 
cosmological speculations common 
to, 95; elements of, 52; eschatology 
as central to debate over defining 
genre of, 95; esotericism of, 51-52; 
function of, 52.; Gnosticism's 
affinity with apocalyptic genre, 
III; historical-cosmic, 95-96; 
Jewish mystical traditions and, 2.; 
from Nag Hammadi, 3; Porphyry 
on, 3, 8; pseudepigraphic appeal 
to authority in, 5 2.; Sethian 
celestial baptism and angelification 
compared with liturgical 
transformation in, 12.8; speculative, 
52.. See also Sethian apocalypses 

Apocryphon of John: baptismal 
theology of, 132., 134; on Barbelo 
and providence, 90; Barbeloite 
cosmogony of, n5; descent in, 57; 
on fall of Sophia, 34-35; on Five 
Seals, 133; Johannine themes in, 
154; preserves Ophite traditions, 
50, 195014; "Pronoia Hymn," 133, 
154, 2.39nr55; resident alien topos 
in, 106; Sethian and apocalyptic 
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traditions in, 51, 19304, 19307, 
195n14, r95n16; Sethianization 
of, 245n56; on universal salvation, 
222039 

Apollonius of Tyana, 17-18 
Apuleius of Madaura, II, 15, 22 
Archontics, 29, 45, 58, 104, 133, 158 
Aristides, 87 
Aristotle, 25, 39, 108, 150 
Armstrong, Arthur Hilary, 41, 94, 162, 

189055 
Arnobius, 1830237, 19rn91 
Ascension of Isaiah, 56-58, 129, 146, 

2350117 
ascent traditions: on bodily 

transformation, 129-30; Hekhalot 
corpus, 4; seals in, 13 7; Sethi an 
apocalypses as, 7, 51, 70, 73-74, 
77, III 

a�cent treatises (Serbian): on Barbelo, 
77, 21004; communal environment 
reflected in, 136; Sethian descent 
treatises distinguished from, 77-78; 
vertical teleology of, 7 8 

asceticism: angelic status associated 
with, 132; celibacy, 130, 137-38, 
2360124; Christian ascetic "living 
like an angel," 130, 137; as common 
to Sethianism and Manichaeism, 
144; encratism, 143, 146-47, 158; 
of Essenes, 143, 2370129; among 
Mugtasilah, 143; Plaronizing 
Sethian apocalypses focus on, 136; 
in producing visions, 137, 13 8; in 
Sethian ritual life, 105; Serbian 
ritual life and Christian, 130; souls 
in Repentance aeon characterized 
by, 99, ror; Syro-Mesopotamian 
ascetic baptismal circles, 144, 146 

Athenagoras, 107 
Attridge, Harold W., 239m54 
Aulus Gellius, n 
authority: of Plato and Pythagoras, 

30; of seers, 53. See also 
pseudepigraphic appeal to authority 

Autogenes: and Adam, 82; in Allogenes, 
71; in Apocryphon of John; 
34-35; in ascent treatises, 77; and
Doxomedon, n7; in Egyptian
Gospel, 80-81, 212025; and
Five Seals rite, 133, 239m61; in
Marsanes, 106; perfect individuals
who inhabit, 90-91, 2180108;
in Platonizing treatises, 70; and
salvation of souls of the elect,
90; as savior of the cosmos, 107;
Second Intellect compared with,

92; "self-begotten" elect located in, 
102; Seth associated with, 85; and 
Thrice-Male Child, 92, 218nn1; in 
Zostrianos, 97, 99-101, 104, 106, 
123, 125 

baptism: as absent from several Sethian 
treatises, 154; Apocalypse of 
Adam on, 133, 143, 155, 238nI51, 
2390154; celestial, 90-91, u2, 
122.-30, 136, 151, 155; as common 
background to Sethianism and 
Manichaeism, 144; Elchasaite, 155, 
156; Five Seals rite and, 133-34; 
Johannine, I33, 154, 156; of the 
Kalyptos, 91; Mani on, 143, 155; 
among Mugtasilah, 143; second, 
45; Sethian views on, 105, n2, 
132-33, 138, 143, 147; Syro
Mesopotamian ascetic baptismal
circles, 45, 93, 144, 146, 156

Barbelo: in Allogenes, 54-55, 70, 
71-72, 83-84, 92.-93, n5, n7,
2180108; in ascent narratives,
77, 21on4; Barbelo-Gnosticism,
50, 194nn; descent of, 77; and
Five Seals rite, 133-34, 239m61;
and glories, 124; in Gnostic
cosmology, 34-35; in Gospel of 
Judas, 196020; Intellect compared
with, 92; maintenance of the
cosmos by, 107; and Marsanes,
127; and providence, 90; readers
of Platonizing Sethian apocalypses
consider themselves under care of,
157; and salvation of souls of the
elect, 90, 93; Sethian glorification
compared with accounts of, 125; in
Sethianism, 70-71, 75, 193n5; in
Three Steles of Seth, 84, 2.14059;
and transformation of seer, 124;
triplicity of, 208m79; as wholly
perfect, 91-92; in Zostrianos, 73,
93, 98, IIO

Barbelo-Gnostics, 45, 50, 194nn 
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Chaldean Oracles, 26-27; authority in 
later Plaronic circles, 151; auto
Orientalism of, 26-27, 46, 87, 88, 
r:z.o; Greek philosophical schools 
accept, 75; Iamblichus as champion 
of, 28; in Iamblichus's curriculum, 
149; on Second Intellect, 9 2; 
theurgic practices derived from, 
xu; on vehicle of the soul, 138, 
2.410180; written in Apamea, 156; 
Zoroaster associated with, x83n237 

chrism, 133 
Christianity: as a{p£m<;, 47; on angels, 

· 128-29; ascetic "living like an
angel," I30, 137; boundaries 
between Judaism and, 1, 4, 6-7; 
celestial baptism in, 12.2.; Christian 
Platonism, 5, 32, 109, 147, 148; 
on cosmic destruction by fire, 109; 
critique of idea of prnvidence of, 
93-94; critiques of Christian myth,
74; departure of Judea-Christian
philosophical worldview from
Hellenic philosophy, qo; on end of 
the world, 108-9; ethnic reasoning
in, 86-88, 96; on exile, 102-3, 105,
223n42; on final judgment, 109;
Greek pnilosophical education in,
10; on heavenly realm to come,
107; Hellenic philosophy splits
with, 1-2, 5, 7; Iamblichus as
silent on, I 5 3; in interconfessional
reading groups, 148; interventionist
approach to providence in, 93,
219nn7; multiple incarnations
of the savior in, 8 5; persecutions
of, 88, 153, 157; in Platonic
Orientalism, 148; Plotinus's
familiarity with, 45; Porphyry as
critic of, 158, 161; Proto-Orthodox,
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Cilento, Vincenzo, 192n97 
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Collins, John J., 5I, 54, 202.0101 
Cologne Mani Codex, 58-59 
Community Rule, 130, 2.37n130 
contemplation: as emphasis of 

Allogenes, 85-86; Gnostic 
narrative of decline of the Soul 
and, 39; Kalyptos compared 
with contemplating Intellect, 92.; 
Platonizing Sethian apocalypses 
and, 136; Plotinus on creation and, 
38; versus political activity, x5 

Corpus Hermeticum, 27; authority 
in later Platonic circles, rp; as 
auto-Orientalizing, 28, 46, 120; 
community as intended readership 
of, 136; on Egyptian language, n7; 
ethnic reasoning in, 87; Iamblichus 
on, 28 

cosmology: apocalypses deal with, 
p-52; Against the Gnostics on
Gnostic, 33-40 
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creation, Plotinus on Gnostic view of, 
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crowns, 124-25, 12.8, 130-32, 142, 157 
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Dead Sea Scrolls (Qumran texts): on 
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transformation theme in, 4, 129-
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Plotinus on Gnostic, 44, 68, 89 
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Dositheos, 84, r96n18 
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I37, 138; ecstatic speech within, 
II4-x6; in Egyptian Gospel, 12.5, 
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in Sethian and Judeo-Christian 
apocalypses, I:2.8; vowel spells as 
doxological, Il.I 
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ecstatic speech, n3-22; in 

angelification, 132.; ascetic 
practices combined with, 137; 
communal environment of, 136; 
Iamblichus on, n9-2.o, I38; term 
as used in this study, 2.2904; in 
Three Steles of Seth, 1n, 131-
32., 136, x38; vowel spells, II3, 
lI4-I5,II7, I2I-22, 2.29n4;in 
Zostrianos, II :z. 

education (Greek): basic, I4; of 
catechumens in Christian 
Alexandria, IO, x68n17, 168m9; 
Christian thinkers distinguish 
themselves from, 9; common to 
Christian and Hellenic thinkers, 
I48; contrasted with mwSela, 
17; Gnostics' must have been 
sufficient for participation in 
advanced Platonic seminars, 3, 
I2,30,86,120,147, 169n2.4; 
and Hellenic ideology, 5; myth of 
use in persuading those who lack, 
63, 2.03021, 2.05nx54; Philo's, 10; 
Plotinus' Gnostics critical of, 28, 30, 
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u7, I:2.5; apocalyptic sections of, 
51; on baptism, 125, 132, 155; on 
cataclysms at end of aeon, 108; 
centrality of doxology to vision in, 
137; dating of, 155; on Domedon
Doxomedon, 114-15; doxologies in, 
I25, 155; on Five Seals rite, 133, 134, 
155; function of, 134-35; on future 
aeon, 109; Gospel of Judas and, 
196n20; on heavenly throne, 14I; 
as historical-cosmic apocalypse, 96; 
on Oriental languages, I21; and 
"Perfect Child," 82; on postmortem 
fate of soul, 96; on Repentance, 
106, 2.2005; on self-begotten aeon 
as alien, 104; as Sethian text, 
x93n4; Seth in, 80-83, 85; on 
transformation of elect into angels, 
131; vowel spells in, 117 
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ElKwv. See imagery 
e1Ne. See imagery 
Elchasaites: baptism in, 155-56; on the 

borderline between Judaism and 
Christianity, 6; as foreknowers, 93, 
156-57; Gnostics possess literature
of, 144-45; Mani's relationship
to, 85-86,93,143, 144, 2.42nr7;
multiple incarnations of heavenly
savior in, 85; parallels with
Sethianism, 4, 6, 85, rn9, 146;
and Plotinus's Gnostic friends, 45;
Sethianism develops in proximity
to, 93, 156; and viri novi, 19rn91

elect, the: Against the Gnostics on, 
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94; Jewish ideas about, x43; Judeo
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on, 53; multitiered body of, 105, 
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157; Sethian, 88-90, 94, 95, 132., 
139, 146; Sethian elect and Hellenic 
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Sethian seers as archetypes of, 
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sojourners, no; Zostrianos on, 57,
96, II7
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58; pseudepigraphic appeal to 
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philosophical circles, 9-10; few 
studies of Gnostic apocalypses, 
48; Gnostics as race of Seth, 
79; Hellenic critique of Gnostic 
eschatology, no-n; Hellenic 
critique of Gnostic politics and 
salvation, 93-94; Hellenic heritage 
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challenged by Christian, 3, 2.0, 

30-3I; Iamblichus does not
actively reject, I5I-p; Jewish,
4, 6, q1; persistent engagement
with Neoplatonism, n:z.; political
context of emergence of, 13; pre
Christian, qr; and public life,
47; resident alien topos in, 86,
rn3-4; vis-a-vis Second Sophistic,
n; sociological descriptions of, 9,
16809; term as problematic, 16504

Gnostics: Barbelo-Gnostics, 45, 50, 
194nu; elite status of, 30; Plotinus 
against his Gnostic friends, 
3,2.8-47, 140,149, 157-58; 
Plotinus on Gnostics and Hellenic 
philosophy, 42.-44; Plotinus on 
models of genesis of, 67-68; 
Plotinus on myth of, 153; Plotinus 
on ritual of, 2.44n42.; Plotinus's 
acquaintance with, 147; Plotinus's 
opponents as, 32., q8; Porphyry 
on, 2.-3, 5, 7-9, 32.-33; Sethian 
literature as evidence for the study 
of, :z.; 

Gorgias (Plato), 63 
Gospel of Eve, 58 
Gospel of Judas, 51, 154, 19602.0, 

2.45n55 
Gospel of Philip, 58 
Greek philosophy. See Hellenic 

philosophy 
Greek religion, traditional, 18 
Gregory Nazianzus, q8 
Gro{?schrift (Plotinus), 2.6, 33, 67, 

I87n2.8 

Hadot, Pierre, 67 
Hadrian (sophist), I7 
Harmedon, 91, u5-16, n7 
Harmozel, 35, 123, r93n5 
heavenly journeys: in Allogenes, 70; in 

Jewish and Christian apocalyptic 
tradition, 53, 5 5, 57; in Sethian 
apocalypses, 70, 76; types of, 60; in 
Zostrianos, 56-57, 82. 

Hebrews, Epistle to the, 73 
Hedrick, Charles W., 239m54 
Hekhalot corpus: on bodily 

transformation, I:z.9-30; 
communal environment 
reflected in, 136; and function of 
Platonizing Sethian apocalypses, 
135-36; Jewish mysticism in, 4, 5;

on knowledge of the Godhead, 54;
on the Merkavah, 142; parallels
with Sethianism, 141, 143;

techniques for eliciting visionary 
experience in, 137, 2400178; voces 
magicae in, 121 

Hekhalot Rabbati, 136 
Hellenic philosophy: acute Hellenization 

of Platonism, 147-54; versus 
Christianity on end of world, 109; 
Christianity splits with, 1-2., 5, 
7; cosmology and postmortem 
fate of soul as addressed in, 95; 
critique of Gnostic eschatology, 
IIo-n; critique of Gnostic 
politics and salvation, 93-94; 
departure of Judea-Christian 
philosophical worldview from, 
140; ethnic reasoning in, 87; on 
exile, 102; Hellenism of, 16-20; 
inrerconfessional reading groups 
and, 148; versus Oriental wisdom, 
20-28; philosophy circles, 9-u; 
in Platonizing Sethian apocalypses, 
135-37; Plotinus on Gnostics and,
42.-44, 46; Porphyry on, 2.8-29,
32-33; on revelation, 74-76, 89,
94, 145; Sethian Gnosticism's exile
from, 2; on unity of cosmos and
humanity, 41. See also Platonic
philosophy

Heraclas, 10 
Hermes Trismegistus, 2.6, 27 
Herodes, 15, 17 
Hesiod, 2.3, 67-68 
Himmelfarb, Martha, 234n109, 

2.35nrr7 
Hippolytus, 145, 156, 157, 2.42m7 
historiolae, 12.1 
Hodayot, 131 
Homer, 14, 2.3, 62, 66, 172068 
Homilies, q3-44 
Hypatia, 148-49 
hypostases, 35, 43, 68, 81, 97, I33 
Hypostasis of the Archons, 141, 193n4, 

195014, 195m6 

Iamblichus: access to Gnostic texts by, 
158; Allogenes and Marsanes show 
interest in, I58; from Apamea, 156; 
auto-Orienralism of, 2.8; Chaldean 
Oracles in curriculum of, 149; 
De mysteriis, 19, 25, 28, II9; 
on divinization, 151; on ecstatic 
speech, u9-20, 138; on Egyptian 
language, 117; Gnosticism not 
actively rejected by, 151-52; and 
Hellenization of Platonism, q8; 
never mentions Jews or Chcistians, 
149; On the Pythagorean Life, 2.4; 
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Iamblichus (continued)
on Oriental wisdom, 24-25; on 
mu6da, I8; on political activity, 
I5; on Porphyry's critique of 
invocations, n8; Protrepticus, I8; 
on ritual, I9, I22; school of, n; on 
Sethian mythologoumena, I5r; as 
silent on Judaism and Christianity, 
r53; on soul, r20, 150-5I, 
234n106; and Theodore of Asine, 
r55, r58; on theurgy, 112, I20-21, 
r50-5I, 153-54 

Igal, Jesus, 192097 
imagery: in Allogenes, 70-73; Coptic 

terminology for, 207nr75; in 
Gnostic cosmology, 39-40; in 
Platonic epistemology, 61-64; 
in Platonic process of attaining 
vision of reality, 76; Plotinus on, 
68; Plutarch on, 65, 66, 25m39f 
Sethian apocalypses and Platonic 
terminology about, 49; synopsis of 
epistemological status of image and 
fabrication in Plato and Plotinus, 
69; in Zostrianos, 71-73, 208n187; 
ELKwv, 40, 62-69, 71, 203nu7, 
205n144, 208nr97, 23rn39; eme, 
56,71-73,207n175,208nr79, 
221n23. See also reflection 

Impressions (aeonic copies in 
Zostrianos), 7I, 97, 99-Ior, 
207075, 220nI2 

Intellect: in Allogenes, 70, 71, 72; in 
ascent narratives, 21on4; Barbelo 
compared with, 92; in Chaldean
Oracles, 233n86; Iamblichus on 
Soul and, I20; Plotinus on, 34-35, 
37, 39, 41, 43, 67, 71, r88n45; 
Porphyry on, 19; Protophanes as, 
124; Second, 92; in Zostrianos, 82 

Invisible Spirit (Father): in Allogenes,
70-72, 83-84, 92, 135; in ascent
narratives, 2ron4; and Five Seals
rite, r34; in Gnostic cosmology,
34-35; Platonists reject, 153-54;
and salvation of souls of the elect,
90, 93; and transformation of seer,
I24; in Untitled Treatise, I26

Irenaeus, 9, 45, 50, 194n11, r9 5nr4 
Isaiah (book of), 109 

Jackson, Howard, 104-5, 162 
Jacob, r29 
Jerome, St., 8 
Jesus Christ: absent in Platonizing 

Sethian texts, 4, 6, 50, r45, r54; 
Christians claim descent from, 
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87; compared with angels, r29; in 
descent narratives, 57; and Five 
Seals rite, 13 3-34; as foreigner, 
103; as incarnation of Seth, 81, 94, 
132, I43; in Jewish-Christianity, 
146, r6 5n2; in Manichaeisrn, 6; 
multiple incarnations of, 8 5; as not 
always focus of Sethian texts, 144; 
in Pistis Sophia, 5 8; Porphyry on, 
24; Seth compared with Christ, 
79; in Sethian apocalypses, r45; 
in Sethian ethnic reasoning, 87; 
Sethian texts that focus on, 50; 
virgin birth of, 8 r 

Jewish-Christianity: defining 
characteristic of, 146; Ebionites, 
6, 85, rro, I46; on reincarnation 
and end of world, rn9; 
reincarnations of Seth indebted to, 
94, 96; Sethianism's relationship 
to, 2, 4, 6-7,.50, 140, I43, 
r46-47, r54, I56-57; term as 
problematic, 1, r65n2. See also
Elchasaites 

Josephus, 237n.129, 2.45n56 
Judaism: on angels, I28-29, I39; 

boundaries between Christianity 
and, 1, 4, 6-7; celestial baptism 
in, r 22; celestial transformation 
in, 129; departure of Judea
Christian philosophical worldview 
from Hellenic philosophy, 140; 
on end of the world, rn8-9; on 
exile, 102-3, 105; on heavenly 
realm to come, 107; Iamblichus as 
silent on, 153; on Israel's election, 
94; Jewish Gnosticism, 4, 6, r4r; 
Jews and Greek philosophical 
schools, 9-10; on Jews on race, 
87; Nurnenius's knowledge of, 
23; in Platonic Orientalism, 148; 
Platonized, q6; Platonizing 
Sethian apocalypses as receptive 
to Judeo-Christian ideas, 147; 
pre-Christian Jewish Sethianism, 
154-55; Second Temple, 122;
Sethianisrn and Jewish mysticism,
2, 5, 7, r4r-43, 146; term
as problematic, r. See also
Jewish-Christianity

Judeo-Christian sages: pseudepigraphic 
appeal to authority of, 46, 53, 
58-59, 74-76; Sethian soteriology
as indebted to, 78

Julian the Apostate, 16, 19, 46, 148-49, 
161 

Julian the Theurgist, 26, 75 
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Justin Martyr, II, 87, ro9 

Kalyptos: in Allogenes, 71; in ascent 
treatises, 77; contemplating 
Intellect compared with, 92; 
metempsychotic aeons according 
to Zostrianos, 98; in Platonizing 
treatises, 70; and salvation of souls 
of the elect, 90-9r, l.I8nro8; and 
transformation of seer, 124, 233079 

Kronos, myth of castration of, 67 

Lamberton, Robert, 206nr57 
Layton, Bentley, 16504 
Letter of Aristeas, 10 
Letter to Anebo (Porphyry), II9 
Life of Apollonius (Philostratus), 2.2 
Life of Plotinus (Vita Plotini) 

(Porphyry), 24, 45, 49, 151, 161-63 
Likeness.See imagery 
Linius, 23 
Lives of the Sophist (Philostratus), 17 
Logan, Alastair H.B., 195m5, 239n161, 

245n56 
Longinus, u, 15 
Lucian, 17, 18, 22, 176n131 
Luttikhuizen, Gerard P., 19 3n7 
Lydus,John, 16702 

Macarius Magnes, 109 
MacRae, George, 79, III 
Macrobius, 19, 97 

Majercik, Ruth, 191091, 246n61 
Mani: authority derived from God, 60; 

on baptism, 143, 155; Elchasaite 
background of, 85-86, 93, 
143-44, 156, 242.n17; as familiar
with Jewish apocalypses, 143;
Jewish-Christian context of, 6;
on living water of the spirit, 133;
and Mugtasilah, 143, 156; on
Nicotheus, 29; on reincarnation
and end of the world, 109; as a
stranger, 103

Manichaeans: Alexander of 
Lycopolis's polemic against, 
73-74,209n202,209n203;draw
from biblical literature on Seth,
79; on incarnating saviors, 86;
Manichaean Psalm-Book, 57; on
multitiered body of the elect, 105;
on Seth, 79; Sethianism compared
with, 6, 143-45; on transmigration
of souls, 144; on Youel, 125

Marcellus Orontius, II 
Marsanes: as angeli.fied, 132; as incarnation 

of Seth, 214n63; Nicorheus associated 

with, 29, 126-27; and pattern of 
descents of incarnating saviors, 

3II 

86; Serbian apocalypses appeal to 
authority of, 59; snatched up into 
heaven, 58; as superior to angels, n4, 
127, 135; in Untitled Treatise, 29, 53. 
See also Marsanios 

Marsanes: alphabet mysticism in, 
n2-r4, rr6-17, 121, 138, 158; 
on angels, n4, n7, 121; as 
apocalypse, 51; as ascent narrative, 
51; baptism not mentioned in, 
133; breaks between revelatory 
discourses in, 55; dating of, 155, 
247n63; on end of the world, 1:06, 
107, no; ethnic terminology in, 
89; first-person plural in, 13 6; 
frame narrative of, 53, 59; on 
Iamblichus, 158; metempsychosis 
in, 1:05; monism of, ro7; on 
non-elect souls, 96, no, 145; as 
pagan, 194n12; paraenesis in, 53, 
136; as Platonizing, 4, 48, 77; 
on postmortem fate of soul, 96;

pseudepigraphic appeal to authority 
in, 48, 74; read in Plotinus's circle, 
I57; revealer figure in, 53; on 
ritual practices, n2; in Schenke's 
list of Sethian texts, 19304; on 
Sojourn and Repentance, 22005; 
soteriological model of, 2.14n63; 
stock literary traditions in, 5 7; on 
superiority of seers to angels, 122; 
Zostrianos compared with, 59 

Marsanios, 29, 53, I84n246 
martyrdom, 129, r32, 157 
Martyrdom of Polycarp, 87 
Mazur,Zeke,189n55,209n197,247n72 
Meirotheia, 82, u6 
Melchizedek, 129, 214063 
Melchizedek, SI, 58, 132, r55, 156, 

193n4, 214063 
Merkavah, n7, r35, 14r-43, 144, 

236m24 
Messos: in Allogenes, 30, 54-55; Jewish 

background of, 29; Porphyry on, 3, 
9, r6r, I62 

Metatron, 57, r2.5 
metempsychosis {transmigration of 

souls), 97-98, 105, 144 
Middle Platonism: Chaldean Oracles, 

2.6, 17; on daimones, 221n27; 
harmonization of ecstatic speech 
with alphabetic speculation in, II8; 
information about lives of Middle 
Platonists, 15; on myth, 6I, 69-70, 
75; on Plato's Timaeus, 37 
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Mithras Liturgy, 136 
moon, the, 97-98, roo 
Moses, 58, 129, r32, 201n80 
Mugtasilah, 143, 156 
Musaeus, 23 
mysticism: Allogenes on dilemma of, 54; 

communal, 131; Plotinus and, 13, 
147; Porphyry on, 158; Sethianism 
and Jewish, 2, 5, 7, 141-43, 146. 
See also alphabet mysticism 

myth: cosmology and postmortem fate 
of soul treated under rubric of, 9 s,

203n1:20; critiques of Christian, 
74; fiction associated with, 61-64; 
in Middle Platonism, 61, 69-70; 
Platonic storytelling versus Gnostic, 
75-76; Plotinus on, 69; Plotinus on
Gnostic, 153; Plutarch on, 64-66,
69,75 

mythologoumena: Jewish, 142; Sethian, 
61, 80,136,151, 195n16 

Nag Hammadi Codices: apocalypses 
among, 3, 49, :r57; appeals to 
authority in, 59; ascetic activity 
in, 130, 236n125; familiarity with 
advanced Platonic metaphysics in, 
4; incarnating saviors in, 86; origins 
of, 158; redaction of Marsanes, 
r55; references to philosophy in, 9; 
Zoroaster in, 29 

Narbonne, Jean-Marc, 247072 
Neoplatonism: Athenian, 149; ceases to 

engage with Gnosticism, 158; cultic 
conservatism of, 18-19; debate 
over theurgy, 138; on ethnicity, 88; 
Gnosticism's persistent engagement 
with, 112; hierarchy of beings 
in, II3; on Oriental and Hellenic 
wisdom, 21; "pagan" apocalypses 
designed to appeal to followers of, 
50; and rra16da, 18; in political 
activity, 15; on process of attaining 
vision of reality, 75-76; in Serbian 
apocalypses, 6, 137-38; ties 
between Sethian Gnosticism and, 
147. See also Plotinus

Neopythagoreanism, 26 
Nicomachus of Gerasa, n8 
Nicotheus: Apocalypse of Nicotheus, 

29, 30, 126, 157; in Jewish 
apocalypses, :2.9; Marsanes 
associated with, 29, 126-27; and 
pattern of descents of incarnating 
saviors, 86; Porphyry on, 9, 161; 
relationship with Marsanes, 29, 
30; Sethian apocalypses appeal 
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to authority of, 59; in Untitled 
Treatise, 29 

Nock, Arthur Darby, 12, 17on47 
Norea, 19 5nr6 
Numenius: on allegory, :2.06m56; from 

Apamea, 156; on Attic Moses, 45; 
in Christian education, ro; on dual 
intellects, 35; Elchasaites influenced 
by, 19m9x; on the Milky Way and 
reincarnation, 98; On the Good, 
2.0; on Oriental wisdom, 20-2.3, 
:2.6, 27-28; and Porphyry's On 
the Cave of the Nymphs, 24; on 
Second Intellect, 92; and treatises 
attributed to foreign characters, 5:2. 

Odes of Solomon, 103 
Olympiodorus, 149 
O'Meara, D., x87n28, 19:2.n97 
On Abstinence (Porphyry), :r9 
On Isis and Osiris {Plutarch), 6 5 
On the Cave of the Nymphs (Porphyry), 

24 
On the Daimon of Socrates (Plutarch), 

66 
On the Divine Vengeance (Plutarch), 66 
On the Good {Numenius), 20 
On the Hieratic Art of the Hellenes 

(Proclus), 19 
On the Origin of the World, 133, 141, 

195014 
On the Pythagorean Life (Iamblichus), 

24 
On Time and Eternity (Plotinus), 

19m83 
Ophite Gnosticism: Ophites, 57; Ophite 

literature, 50, 141, 154, 195n14, 
245n56; Ophite traditions on water 
baptism, x33 

Oriental wisdom, 20-:2.8; auto
Otientalism, 21, 2.6-28, 30, 46, 47, 
74, 75, n9-21, x51; new Oriental 
cults, 2x; Platonic Orientalism, :2.1, 
27-28,30, 5:2., 87, 88,138, 148-5I,
153; using exotic names for the
deity, II9-20

Origen of Alexandria: and Aculinus, 
16702; and ecstatic speech and 
alphabet mysticism, 1:2.0; on 
end of the world, 107, :z.27n110; 
liminal position of, 146-47, :r53; 
pagan upbringing attributed 
to, 153, 244n49; Plotinus as 
acquainted with, 45; Porphyry 
on, 148, 152, r53; problem of 
which Origen studied with which 
Ammonius, :2.44n49; resident 
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alien topos in, 103; school 
of, n, 45; textbooks used by, 
IO; theological capability of 
Platonizing Sethians compared 
with, 147 

Oroiael, 35, 193n5 
Orpheus, 23, 26 

paganism: Gnostics known to Plotinus 
and, 45; "Hellene" as preferable to 
"pagan," 16; Sethian apocalypses 
and, 6, 50, 78, r94n12.; term as 
problematic, 1, 165n3 

T!Cll<'Ma: as elite Greek culture, 17-18; 
f9reign literature subjugated by, 
2.1; in interpreting images, 61; 
manufactured heritage of, 19-20; 
in Plotinus, 41; Plutarch and 
language of, 28; Second Sophistic 
celebrated, 16, 26, 86, 148; Serbian 
apocalypses challenge culture of, 

' 32, 48 
Pandora myth, 68 
Pantanaeus, 10 
paraenesis: in Allogenes, 54; in 

Marsanes, 53, 136; paraenetic 
myth, 64; in Platonizing Sethian 
apocalypses, 53, 57, 74, 89, 136 

Parmenides, 23, 61, 202n105 
"Parmenides" Commentary 

(anonymous), 155, 246n61 
patriarchs, angelified, 12.9 
Paul the Apostle, 94 
Pausanias, 14 
Pearson, Birger, u3-14, 197n33, 

201n80,214n63,225n84,239n154, 
24om72, 247n63 

Perkins, Judith, 22.8n114 
Phaedo (Plato), 222.n37 
Phaedrus (Plato), 222.n37 
Pherecydes, 23 
Philocomus, 2., 8 
Philo of Alexandria: on allegory, 

204n133; on Genesis's account of 
creation, 65; Numenius as familiar 
with, 2.3; and schools, u, 47; on 
soul as wandering foreigner, 102, 
103; on Therapeutae, IO 

philosophy: as beginning in wonder, 
39, 188n45; common education 
contrasted with, 17; elite status of 
philosophers, 30; Greek orientation 
of, :r6; Greek origins attributed to, 
23; in public life, :r5, 46, 47; versus 
sophism, 12-16; "talking back" 
to a ruler in, 14. See also Hellenic 
philosophy 

3I3 

Philostratus, 12-13, 17-18, 22.-24, 26, 
28 

Pigeradamas, 104, 225n74 
Pistis Sophia, 5 8, 109, 2090200, 

222.n41 
planetary deities, Plotinus on, 40-42, 

189055 
11Aaaµa, 11;\aaaetv, etc. See fiction 
Plato: authoritative status to Platonists, 

I49-50; in controversy between 
Plotinus and Gnostics, 30, 46; on 
eternity of the material world, 108; 
golden chain reaching back to, 20; 
Gorgias, 63; and Oriental wisdom, 
20-2.5, 28; Phaedo, 222n3n
Phaedrus, 212.n37; Plotinus and
myths of, 66; Plotinus celebrates
birthday of, 20; Plotinus on
Gnostics and, 43, 152; Plutarch
on myths of, 65-66; on process of
attaining vision of reality, 75-76;
on reincarnation, ro6; Republic,
62-63; seen as Pythagorean, 26;
Sethian apocalypses do not discuss,
20; Sophist, 62, 90; Statesmen, 62;
synopsis of epistemological status
of image and fabrication in Plotinus
and, 69; Timaeus, 34, 37-39, 43,
64,108, 113,204n:r31;worksin
rhetorical study, 13

Platonic philosophy: acute Hellenization 
of Platonism, 147-54; alphabet 
mysticism and psychology of, 
u3, n6; on angels, 128-29; in 
Apamea, r56; becomes closed to 
Jewish and Christian sources, 2; 
Christian Platonism, 5, 3:2., 109, 
:147-48; closing of canon of, :r48, 
149-50, 154; and contemporary
politics, 13; as custodian of 
Hellenic ritual life, 150; debates
about language, n8; Gnostic
literature at forefront of, 147;
Gnostic myth versus storytelling
of, 75-76; on God's eternity and
immutability, 73; key difference
between Sethian conception of
providence and that of, :ro6; on 
the moon and reincarnation, 98;
Platonic Orientalism, zr, 2.7-28,
30, 52,87-88, 138, 148-51,
153; Platonized Judaism, 146;
revelatory epistemology criticized
by, 144; Sethian eschatology as
deeply at odds with, 9 6, See also
Middle Platonism; Neoplatonism;
Platonizing Sethian apocalypses



Platonizing Serbian apocalypses: 
alphabet mysticism in, no-21; as 
ascent treatises, 7, 5I, 70, 73-74, 
77, u1; audience of, 49, 52.-53, 
59; auto-Orientalizing in, 12.0-
21; baptism not mentioned in, 
133; communal ritual life behind, 
137-38; as conversant with Platonic
metaphysics, 4; on cosmology, 95;
dating of, 4, 15 5, 16609, 2.46061;
distinctly Jewish themes in, 143; on
divinization of seers, 117; ecstasy
produced by, 13 7; Elchasaites
influenced by, 93; on the elect as
individuals, ro8; as embedded in
literary culture of apocalypses, 48;
empowerment of seer by heavenly
beings in; 55; Five Seals rite absent
in, 134; geographical provenance of,
155-57; on Hellenic public sphere,
no; "horizontal" sense of history,
78, nr; Iamblichus as familiar with,
150; Jesus Christ absent in, 4, 6, 50,
145, 154;Judeo-Christian authorship
of, 6-7; as non-mythological,
78-79; as objectionable to Hellenic
Platonists, 1sx; paraenesis in,
53, 57, 74, 89, 136; personal and
realized eschatologies in, 96, 
xro-rr; purpose of, 135-38; as 
receptive to Judeo-Christian ideas,
147; as representatives of advanced
Christian Platonism, 147; revelatory
epistemology of, 47, 144, 145;
soteriological themes in, 84-86; as
subgroup of Sethian corpus, 50; on
theurgic practice, 139; "vertical,"
approach to history, 78, III; vowel
spells in, 12.1

Pleistheia, 80-81, 12.3 
Plotinus: acquaintance with Gnostic 

ideas, 147; on allegory, 66-68; 
on another way of writing for 
addressing Gnostics, 48; birthdays 
of Plato and Socrates celebrated by, 
2.0; on Christian lack of respect for 
tradition, 150; on elect soteriology, 
5, 41-42, 44, 94; on empowerment 
of the seer, 199n47; familiarity 
with Christianity, 45; on foreign 
sounds in Greek philosophy, n8-
2.o; on Gnostic ideas about divine 
providence, 88-89, 93, 2.16086, 
216090, 2180113; on Gnostic myth, 
153; on Gnostic ritual, 2.44042.; 
on Gnostics as a school, 1:52; on 
Gnostics introducing unnecessary 
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strata of Being, 96-97; Gnostics 
leave circle of, 148; Gro/3schrift, 2.6, 
33, 67, 18702.8; against his Gnostic 
friends, 3, 28-47, 140, 149, 157-58; 
on incorruptibility of the cosmos, 
108, 2.2.6n103; on intelligible world, 
71:; on metempsychosis, 98; mystical 
turn in, 13; on new earth, 22onu; 
On Time and Eternity, 19rn83; and 
Oriental wisdom, 2.2, :i.8, i77m74; 
on 11m&ie1, 18; Platonizing Sethian 
apocalypses read in circle of, I 57; and 
political activity, 15, 17409 5; political 
background of philosophy of, 13; 
on postcatastrophic reconstitution 
of new earth, 109; school of, n; in 
Second Sophistic, 9, u; on Sethian 
apocalypses as fictions, 48, 61, 73, 
75; on Sethian nomenclature for 
the elect, 90; on Sojourn aeon, 104; 
on soul and body, 150, 2.44n42; 
on soul as wandering foreigner, 
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